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The aim of this thesis is to investigate the role of voluntary work as a form of social capital, in the context of immigrants residing in 
Finland. The theoretical framework for this case study is that of social capital. The concept of social capital can be considered to 
occur on a personal, communal or at a societal level. In this research, the concept of social capital will be used according to Pierre 
Bourdieu’s (1986) perspective, which emphasises that the accumulation and benefits of social capital mainly occur on a personal 
level.  
Social capital can be considered as a resource that promotes a person’s or a community’s ability to function through the 
accumulation of social networks, which may reinforce the meaning of trust and understanding of societal norms. Therefore, it 
seems that the theory of social capital appears as a suitable approach to study the formation and accumulation of trust and 
reciprocity whilst doing volunteering. Within this research, social capital is considered to consist of trust, reciprocity, friendships, 
participation and involvement in activities that foster the accumulation of social capital.  
 
This thesis is a qualitative case study about the effects of volunteering amongst immigrant participants. The data for this study 
consists of nine interviews, out of which five are immigrants who have entered Finland as asylum seekers. During the interviews 
the immigrant participants were asked to elaborate and reflect upon their personal experiences about taking part in volunteering 
activities whilst seeking asylum. The four others are expert interviews. The expert interviewees consist of individuals who either 
work or have worked with asylum seekers in the context of voluntary work. The gathered data is analysed by using abductive 
content analysis. 
 
The findings of the research suggest that volunteering can have a positive impact on the personal wellbeing of an asylum seeker. 
The research show how volunteering can be a useful way to find meaningful activities whilst seeking asylum and a way for the 
asylum seekers to share and to use their skills. In addition, volunteering offers a great opportunity to become familiar with Finnish 
values and customs alike, in an environment that fosters reciprocity. The results, furthermore, indicated that in order to accumulate 
social capital in the context of volunteering, volunteers need to feel valued, be able to form friendships, and to be recognised as 
individuals. Therefore, volunteering can offer possibilities for asylum seekers to be actively involved in the Finnish society.  
The expert interviews allow one to understand the possible practical hindrances that might occur when planning volunteering 
activities. Within these interviews, it is also apparent that at times asylum seekers are not being recognised as potential volunteers. 
However, when possibilities for volunteering are available for asylum seekers, as indicated above they are able to contribute as 
well as to gain personal benefits from volunteering.  
The findings also explore the concept of liminality, which can be described as a state of uncertainty and ambiguity. This study 
considers liminality as a place as well as space, which asylum seekers occupy whilst seeking asylum. The concept of liminality is 
explored through Maurice Merlau- Ponty’s (2002) philosophical concept of the phenomenology of the physical body.  
 
This study shows that the accumulation of social capital can be seen to have a positive impact on the social integration of an 
individual through the means of active volunteering. Furthermore, this thesis reinforces the idea that integration needs to be 
considered as a two-way process, where integration is studied as a phenomenon that is influenced by the prevailing societal level 
structures and policies, as well as the personal level preconceived ideas and attitudes of immigrants and Finnish people alike. 
The study provides information of the importance of taking into account the personal social level integration, when discussing 
immigrant integration policies and practices. 
 
Avainsanat – Nyckelord – Keywords 








Tiedekunta/Osasto – Fakultet/Sektion – Faculty  
Valtiotieteellinen tiedekunta 
Laitos – Institution – Department 
Sosiaalitieteiden laitos 
Tekijä – Författare  – Author 
Lindström Eeva Kristiina 
  
Työn nimi – Arbetets titel – Title 
 Vapaaehtoistyö sosiaalisena pääomana osana maahanmuuttajien kotouttamista 
Oppiaine – Läroämne – Subject 
Sosiaalipolitiikka 
Työn laji – Arbetets art – Level 
 Pro-gradu tutkielma 
Aika – Datum – Month and year 
Lokakuu  2016 
Sivumäärä – Sidoantal – Number of pages 
58 
Tiivistelmä – Referat – Abstract 
 
Tutkielmassa tarkastellaan sosiaalisen pääoman muotoutumista vapaaehtoistyössä, ja tutkimuksen tehtävä on tuottaa tietoa 
vapaaehtoistyön merkityksestä erityisesti maahanmuuttajien näkökulmasta. Tutkimuksen teoreettisena viitekehyksenä käytetään 
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osallistumisesta, luottamuksesta, vastavuoroisuudesta, ystävyyssuhteista ja osallisuudesta. 
 
Empiirinen laadullinen tutkimus on toteutettu kvalitatiivisin menetelmin, teoriasidonnaisena tapaustutkimuksena. Aineiston analyysi 
on toteutettu sisällön analyysin keinoin. Tutkielman aineisto koostuu yhdeksästä puolistrukturoidusta haastattelusta, joista viidessä 
haastateltava on turvapaikanhakijana Suomeen saapunut henkilö. Haastatteluissa on kartoitettu hänen kokemuksiaan ja 
käsityksiään Suomessa tehdystä vapaaehtoistyöstä sinä aikana, kun hän on hakenut Suomesta turvapaikkaa.  Loput neljä 
haastattelua ovat turvapaikanhakijoiden parissa työskentelevien toimihenkilöiden asiantuntijahaastatteluita.  
 
Tutkielman tulokset osoittavat, että vapaaehtoistyöllä on positiivinen merkitys yksilön hyvinvoinnille. Tutkimuksessa käy ilmi, miten 
vapaaehtoistyö on turvapaikanhakijalle hyvä tapa saada tekemistä ja tuoda esille omaa osaamista. Vapaaehtoistyö antaa heille 
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käy myös ilmi, kuinka turvapaikanhakijat ovat usein huomiotta jätetty potentiaalinen vapaaehtoisryhmä, joiden koetaan hyötyvän 
vapaaehtoistyöstä ja joilla koetaan olevan annettavaa vapaaehtoistyön kentällä. 
 
Tutkielman tuloksista käy myös ilmi, kuinka turvapaikanhakijoiden toimijuus on sidoksissa liminaalisuuden käsitteeseen, jonka 
kautta voidaan ilmaista yksilön siirtymää paikasta tai tilasta toiseen. Liminaalisuutta voidaan kuvata epävarmana välitilana, jossa 
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Volunteering can be described as an integral part of the civil society, even though the forms and 
functions of volunteering can vary greatly depending on the prevailing political, cultural, social and 
religious structures of the society. In Western societies, volunteering can also be considered as a 
form of active citizenship, which would indicate an opportunity for people to be actively engaged in 
the society. In the Finnish context, registered volunteering associations have sustained their role as a 
means to mobilise collaborative action, between active individuals and their surrounding 
communities (Siisiäinen, 2003).  
The aim of this thesis is to investigate the role of voluntary work as a form of social capital in the 
context of immigrants residing in Finland, who have come to Finland as asylum seekers, and who 
have volunteered in Finland whilst seeking asylum. The intention of this research is to examine 
whether volunteering can increase the social capital of immigrants residing in Finland, and 
potentially aid their integration into the Finnish society. This thesis is a qualitative case study of a 
grass-roots level Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) that provides opportunities for asylum 
seekers to participate as active and equal subjects in volunteering activities.  
The theoretical background for this case study comes from the vast and varied research field of 
social capital. According to Huutoniemi (2014, 192) a case study requires a theoretical framework, 
upon which the findings of the study can be reflected, which in this thesis is that of the concept of 
social capital. Social capital can be considered as a resource that accumulates through formal and 
non-formal communication and interaction between people. Due to its nature social capital is not 
static, rather it could be described as a dynamic process that is highly contextual. Social capital can 
also be seen to promote a person’s or a community’s abilities to function through the accumulation 
of social networks, which may reinforce the meaning of trust and understanding of societal norms 
(Siisiäinen, 2007; Ilmonen, 2000). Therefore, one could argue that the resources that the 
volunteering process can help individuals to accumulate, can be relatively clearly and effectively 
demonstrated through the concept of social capital. More specifically, the theoretical approach of 
Pierre Bourdieu (1986) will be used as the theoretical backdrop throughout this thesis.   
Furthermore, it could be argued that volunteering can be a productive use of time while 
simultaneously helping others and gaining recognition as an individual. In addition, the concept of 
liminality (Turner, 1975; Merleau-Ponty, 1945) will be applied to places and spaces, which asylum 
seekers exhibit and experience as liminal beings, whilst seeking asylum in Finland.  
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The data of this case study consists of nine interviews, five of which are immigrants, who have 
volunteered whilst seeking asylum in Finland, and four who are representatives and staff from the 
NGO sector, who work with asylum seekers, or/and who are involved with volunteering activities 
aimed at asylum seekers. The data has been analysed by employing the method of abductive content 
analysis.  
Within migration research, asylum seekers appear to be most often studied under irregular and 
forced migration. Irregular migration according to De Haas (2008) is considered when people cross 
international borders without adequate travel documentation. The status of an asylum seeker is 
defined in the Finnish Aliens Act (301/2004) as a person who is seeking international protection. 
After submitting an asylum claim, claimants are required to wait for an asylum hearing, in which 
formal identification and travel route are being established. This is followed by an asylum 
interview. During the process of seeking asylum, most of the asylum seekers reside in the reception 
centres that are facilitated either by the Finnish state, municipalities or the Finnish Red Cross. 
Overall, the process of seeking asylum may appear as lengthy. According to the Finnish 
Immigration Service (MIGRI), during the initial interview an estimated length for the asylum 
process is given to the person seeking asylum. In the beginning of 2015, the average estimate for 
the processing of an initial asylum claim was nearly five months.  
Adjusting to the new environment needs to be considered as an important aspect of the integration 
process. Integration can be seen as a part of the acculturation process, where one is able to value 
one’s own ethnic and cultural identity, while simultaneously accepting the norms and culture of the 
majority (Berry, 2001). It would seem important to be aware that integration occurs simultaneously 
on both an individual as well as on a societal level. In this study, integration will be considered as 
an ongoing process that is considered to start on the arrival of the migrant, whatever their status 
might be. Simultaneously, this thesis considers integration as a practical phenomenon that cannot be 
restricted to occur only within the context of official integration policies and practices. 
It could be suggested that asylum seekers lack meaningful activities to keep them occupied whilst 
their claim for asylum is being processed. Therefore, this thesis emphasises the importance of 
actively engaging individuals in the volunteering sector as a means of providing opportunities to 
find fulfilling activities during the often strenuous and difficult process of seeking asylum. The 
importance of providing opportunities for individuals to start their personal integration processes 




Furthermore, within this research, integration is being considered as a two-way process, whereby 
integration is being described as a process that requires both the immigrants and the locals to make 
adjustments to achieve a more balanced, integrated and multicultural society. Integration as a two-
way process would imply that it is not just a question of the immigrant’s ability to adapt his identity 
and behavior in accordance with the host nation. Rather it requires taking into account the existing 
structures of the receiving nation, and its prevailing attitudes and patterns of behavior (Vuori, 
2013).  
According to Forsander (2002, 20-22) the development of Finnish integration and immigration 
policies have been a result of the arrival of quota refugees and asylum seekers rather than economic 
migrants, which was the case for example in Sweden, Germany and France. Despite the fact that 
integration policies were developed in response to the arrival of refugees and asylum seekers, the 
emphasis of the Finnish integration policy has remained on the labour market inclusion as a means 
to integrate individuals in to the Finnish society (Forsander 2002; Nykänen 2008; Saukkonen 2009). 
Therefore, it is not that surprising that asylum seekers, who in general have limited access to 
integration services, have a right to work after a period of three or six months stay respectively 
(retrieved online 22.5.2016; www.migri.fi/asylum_in_finland/right_to_employment). Despite the 
right to work, immigrants who are allocated to Finland permanently are subjected to integration 
practices that emphasise the role of formal education, both language and skills, as a way to secure 
employment. One could question whether this is an effective way to increase the integration of 
immigrants. As stated by Nykänen (2008, 356) despite of the right to work, large numbers of people 
who have arrived as asylum seekers find accessing employment rather difficult. Some constraints 
such as the lack of suitable education and language skills are addressed in the Integration Act (2011) 
however, structural constraints such as the negative attitudes of the employers and discrimination 
can be said to affect the employment opportunities of the immigrants residing in Finland (Ahmad 
2010). Therefore, it would seem that the strong emphasis on labour market inclusion, as it currently 
stands does not account for the structural constraints that immigrants might experience in practice. 
Furthermore, one could question whether the attainment of a job successfully fulfills a person’s 
integration into the Finnish society.  
In order to understand the emphasis on labour market inclusion, it would seem important to note 
that the severe recession of the 1990’s meant that emphasis was placed on labour market inclusion 
and the structural integration of immigrants (Liebkind et al. 2004) rather than on social integration. 
Therefore, issues such as education and language skills became key elements of the official 
Integration Act, which became effective 1st May 1999. An amendment to the Integration Act was 
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made in 2011, when a separate Act on the reception of people seeking international protection 
became effective. In the latter, the reception of asylum seekers, the duties and obligations of 
reception centres were also clarified. As well as providing shelter, basic healthcare and translation 
services for the people seeking asylum, the act clarifies that reception centres are required to offer 
activities related to education and employment. However, transit centres, where asylum seekers 
often stay immediately after arrival, are exempt from the requirement to provide activities related to 
education and employment. The transit centers are of course allowed to do so, if they have the 
resources to provide these services.  Also, as stated by Salo (2012) the reception centers can choose 
relatively independently what kind of activities they will provide for their residents.  
It is also important to take into account that immigration appears as a relatively new phenomenon in 
Finland. In fact, Finland can be classified as an emerging immigration country due to the fact that 
Finland remained as a country of emigration until the collapse of the Soviet Union. Prior to this, the 
first refugees arrived from Chile and Vietnam during the 1970’s.During the early 1990’s asylum 
seekers started to arrive from Somalia, which were then followed by small groups of refugees from 
the Former Yugoslavia, Irak and Iran. Despite accepting small numbers of refugees, academic 
research exists on the integration of the refugees, who have settled in Finland (Wahlbeck 1999; 
Valtonen 1999, 2008; Tiilikainen 2003).  
 
 The international protection of refugees derives from the aftermath of the Second World War 
(WWII) when the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was established to 
accommodate the large numbers of displaced and stateless people across Europe. More specifically, 
the Geneva Convention of the Status of Refugees (1951) defines the status and rights of a refugee. 
A refugee can be described as a person who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of 
origin in fear of being prosecuted for their race, religion, nationality, a membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion. The ratification of the Geneva Convention is a prerequisite for all 
the member states of the European Union. Simultaneously the Geneva Convention is used as a 
guiding principle that is applied to the individuals applying for asylum. In the first instance, the 
declaration covered merely the stateless people in Europe. However, the protocol in 1967 (Geneva 
Convention) removed geographical and temporal restrictions from the convention making it a 
universal convention. This was due to the fact that rather than being made redundant after the initial 
three year period during the 1950’s, international conflicts have since required the assistance of the 
UNHCR repeatedly. Examples of UNHCR interventions are; the decolonisation of African nations 
during the 1960’s which were followed by armed conflicts and civil wars in Asia and Latin America 
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during the 1970’s and 1980’s, as well as the current conflicts taking place in Syria, Eritrea, Somalia, 
Iraq and Afghanistan. 
 
This is a study where the concrete and practical impacts of voluntary work are at the centre of 
attention. The aim of this research is to investigate whether active volunteering can provide 
opportunities for a marginalised group, such as asylum seekers, to become active subjects in the 
Finnish society. It would also seem important to point out that relatively little research exists on the 
volunteering activities of immigrants living in Finland. The research that is available mainly 
concentrates on the activities of different ethnic associations that promote activities for their own 
communities and activities that promote multicultural activities (Pykkönen 2007; Saukkonen 2013). 
Therefore, this thesis will also provide new information about the volunteering sector in Finland 
and more importantly about immigrant participation in the Finnish volunteering sector. The aim of 
this thesis is to be able to build upon the subjective accounts of the research participants and their 
experiences as they relate to volunteering and to note whether one can become aware of any 
patterns that are linked to the formation and accumulation of social capital that might occur during 
that process. The emphasis will be on personal level mobilisation, as well as the everyday, mundane 
tasks and interactions that have occurred during the volunteering activities and which have 
resonated through the interviews. 
 
 
The research questions are: 
1. What are the reasons that motivate people who seek asylum to participate in voluntary work?  
2. What kind of effects volunteering has offered for individuals who are seeking asylum? 
 
 
The structure of this thesis is as follows; In the second (2) chapter I will provide an overview of 
previous research related to immigrant volunteering that were conducted by Wilson and Lewis 
(2006), Mýren (2003) and Brekke (2004). In addition to this, chapter two defines the theoretical 
approaches and developments of social capital according to Bourdieu (1986, 1989, 1991) as well as 
the concept of liminality as understood from the perspective of Merleau-Ponty (1945), that together 
create the theoretical background for this thesis. The third (3) chapter will expand on the methods 
and data of this research by explaining the process of data gathering and the research methods used 
in the analysis. The research methods and the data collection form an integral part of this study and 
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therefore the data gathering is explained in extensive detail, which also allows the position of a 
researcher and ethical considerations to be accounted for. 
This is followed by the analysis of the research in chapter four (4), where the possible obstacles and 
constraints that these individuals are faced with before participating in active voluntary work will be 
accounted for. In addition, the analysis in chapter four examines the impacts of volunteering 
through the concept of active subject versus passive object dichotomy. The analysis expands on the 
subjective accounts of the research participants, gathered through the interviews, where the 
outcomes of volunteering are analysed, and where the possible accumulation of social capital will 
be examined. Chapter five (5) draws a conclusion for this study. Chapter five concludes this study 
by discussing the findings of this case study, followed by outlining the possible limitations of this 
























2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND LITERATURE REVIEW OF THE MAIN CONCEPTS 
 
In the context of this thesis, the aim is to look at volunteering as a public activity that aims to 
provide opportunities for individuals that allows them to become active subjects rather than to 
remain as passive objects in the Finnish civil society. In accordance with this enquiry, this chapter 
will briefly discuss the history and current status of volunteering associations as a part of the 
Finnish civil society. Volunteering as a form of social capital is then discussed before exploring the 
previous research that has been conducted in the field of volunteering and immigration by Wilson 
and Lewis (2006), Mýren (2003) and Brekke (2004). The literature review is followed by the 
exploration of the main theoretical concepts of this thesis in more detail, which are those of social 
capital according to Bourdieu (1986) and that of liminality (1945,1960,1975). 
 
2.1 Volunteering Associations in Finland  
The volunteering sector consists of registered associations and foundations, and these associations 
and foundations can be characterised by the fact that the work itself is unpaid. The organisations are 
mainly not-for-profit (no direct economic profit), and the aim of the voluntary work is to benefit 
other individuals or a wider community (Ruuskanen et al. 2013). The third sector, of which 
volunteering is a dimension of, is a part of the Finnish civil society which, in turn, can be described 
as a complementary feature of the state-centered Nordic welfare model (Alapuro, 2005).  The main 
function of these associations and organisations is to be able to navigate between individuals, 
interest groups, public institutions and political decision making alike (Ruuskanen et al. 2013), 
indicating the important role of the third sector in the Finnish society. According to Siisiäinen 
(1989, 148) “Voluntary associations have been a means for people to influence many structural 
processes of society, from struggle over forms of democracy and governmental decisions on 
regional policy to struggle over class and group formation”. It is precisely the emphasis on active 
involvement of a marginalised group in the Finnish civil society that is of primary interest in this 
thesis. In addition, this kind of action can be seen as a way to influence, or draw attention to the 
involvement of a marginalised group, such as asylum seekers in the Finnish civil society. 
The Finnish civil society started to grow rather rapidly during the middle of the 20th century. 
According to Siisiäinen (1989, 140): During a five year period after World War II a large number of 
associations were formed. The most common associations were trade-unions, political associations, 
as well as sport and cultural associations. One could therefore suggest, that the above changes also 
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formed the basis for the contemporary structure of the Finnish volunteering associations.  
According to a study conducted by the Official Statistics of Finland (2009), participation in political 
and trade-union associations have decreased in the favour of sports associations. Additionally, 
according to Pessi and Saari (2008), one’s general health and the availability of free time, were also 
contributing factors when choosing whether or not to be involved in the volunteering sector.  
It can be suggested that the current funding structure of the volunteering sector has led to a situation 
where social and healthcare organisations dominate the field of the voluntary sector in Finland. One 
possible reason for this could be the fact that the slot machine association tends to fund associations 
in the social and healthcare sector rather heavily. Also sport organisations are well represented and 
varied in the civil society. More information about the ways the slot machine association funds 
associations can be found from the large scale study that was conducted by the Slot Machine 
Association about volunteering in Finland (Pessi 2008). A good indicator of this structural division 
of the volunteering sector becomes visible when attention is drawn to the fact that the only 
comprehensive annual research related to voluntary work, is provided by the Finnish Federation for 
Social Affairs and Health (SOSTE). Currently there are over 137, 000 registered associations in 
Finland (Finnish patent and registration office, PRH 2016). Therefore, one could suggest that there 
are relatively high numbers of associations in relation to the size of the population. In addition, most 
funding received by associations are project-based (Lager et al. 2009) requiring continuous 
facilitation in relation to applying, reporting and developing the activities from the volunteering 
organisations in order to secure further funding. In addition, the project-based funding might also 
have relatively strict and specific requirements about how the funding should be used and allocated 
through the activities. In addition to the above, it would also seem important to mention that the 
main focus of this thesis is on the volunteers themselves and on their experiences during 
volunteering rather than on the structure of the volunteering sector. Before concentrating on the 
experience of volunteering, I will expand on the theoretical concepts of this research and note how 
the concept of social capital has been utilised in the volunteering sector.  
 
2.2 Volunteering and Social Capital 
Participation in voluntary work can be described as an activity that fosters trust and mutual 
reciprocity amongst its participants; which in turn, would imply that to use the theory of social 
capital as a theoretical background for this study would appear as rather logical, in order to 
determine whether voluntary work itself can create trust and mutual reciprocity between the 
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participants of this study. Furthermore, as stated by Kaunismaa (2000, 137) individual social capital 
can be considered to be accumulated in volunteering associations because they are able to draw 
together people from different backgrounds and are bound together by the common interest of the 
association. 
According to a study conducted by the Official Statistics of Finland (2009) that gathered 
information about the patterns of volunteering, 29% of Finnish people had participated in 
volunteering within the last four weeks and 40% within the last 12 months.  In an international 
comparison, participation in the volunteering sector in Finland appears relatively high. Also the 
amount of time that private individuals have allocated to volunteering activities has remained 
similar during a 10 year period between 1999 and 2009. In addition, it has been argued by 
Siisiäinen (2009) that Finnish people tend to have relatively few unofficial social networks or other 
means to accumulate social capital in the civil society. Due to the lack of unofficial social networks, 
it could be argued that by participating in volunteering, the immigrant participants are able to gain a 
way to enter into the Finnish society that might allow the accumulation of social capital by being in 
contact with Finnish people. 
In general, participation in voluntary activities in Finland can also be said to be strongly connected 
to the level of education of the participants and that of a higher socio-economic status in the society. 
This could be interpreted in a way that people who are active in the volunteering sector would seem 
to possess larger amounts of economic and cultural capital to start off with. This study will 
however, concentrate to examine possible accumulation of social capital amongst immigrants that 
have very little if any social capital when they start to volunteer in Finland. According to previous 
research, the unemployed, elderly and the ill are less actively involved in voluntary work (Hanifi 
2013). This raises the question of availability of volunteering opportunities for individuals with 
physical or mental constraints. Subsequently, are such individuals able to locate possible 
volunteering opportunities with relative ease?  One could also question whether these groups are 
mainly on the receiving end of the voluntary work, as passive objects rather than active subjects. 
Furthermore, would this appear to be a setting that is ingrained in the NGO sector? These are 
questions that are also relevant to this study, because one could also ask if active volunteering 
provides asylum seekers opportunities to be active subjects rather than passive objects.  One could 
argue that this is relevant for the study because, there seems to be plenty of opportunities available 
for Finnish people to volunteer with immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers, but a relative 
shortage of opportunities for immigrants to be actively involved as active volunteers. Also, as stated 
by (Negruti, 2012) often immigrants do not seem to be aware of what volunteering means in the 
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Finnish context. This, in turn, would imply that in order to encourage and engage immigrants in 
voluntary work, perhaps more versatile and accessible routes to participation would need to be 
created.  
 
2.3 Previous Research about Volunteering and Immigrants  
In this study, I will utilise the British study conducted by Wilson and Lewis (2006), which is a 
report based on case studies of ten organisations, each with a different focus and different location 
in the United Kingdom, that have offered refugees and people seeking asylum opportunities to 
volunteer in the United Kingdom. The study found that all parties involved; the volunteers 
themselves, the staff and managers of the organisations, felt that the effects of volunteering were 
overwhelmingly positive. Simultaneously, however, the study found that a lack of awareness and 
information about volunteering were seen as obstacles that could hinder the willingness of 
immigrants to volunteer, as the refugees and asylum seekers in question, lacked the necessary 
knowledge about the structure of the civil society in the UK. Interestingly, in addition Wilson and 
Lewis (2006) state that volunteering organisations were not often aware of refugees and asylum 
seekers, as potential volunteers. However, those organisations that were committed to value the 
equality of an opportunity and diversity on a grass-root level, and that had resources to provide 
assistance and guidance from the managerial level succeeded the best in involving refugees and 
people seeking asylum in volunteering activities (Wilson and Lewis, 2006). 
According to the above study, the involvement of members from excluded groups in the society, 
such as refugees and asylum seekers, can greatly benefit from taking part in volunteer activities on a 
personal level. The study also concluded that those volunteers, who were given an opportunity to 
take part in volunteering were able to offer great value to the British society. In addition, the 
volunteers enhanced the organisations that offered volunteering opportunities by making them more 
versatile, simply through volunteering and by being present.  Another significant finding of the 
study was the acknowledgment and importance of informal contacts when considering volunteering. 
In other words, the participants were able to encourage others to participate through example 
(Wilson and Lewis, 2006).  
Furthermore, in order to enhance the positive effects of volunteering amongst refugees and people 
seeking asylum, the study found that closer collaboration between volunteering organisations, adult 
education colleges and potential employers to be of importance. According to the study, the 
participants gained valuable work experience and volunteering allowed them to practice their 
English language skills and to form social networks, through which they were able to accumulate 
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social capital to improve their chances of fitting in to the British society. The theoretical approach 
used in the above study was built around the concept of social capital according to Robert Putnam’s 
theory of bridging and bonding social capital. Putnam’s theory on social capital has more of a 
societal and structural level approach to the accumulated benefits of social capital, where as in this 
thesis the concentration will be on the individual level accumulation of social capital. 
The second study I have chosen to highlight in this thesis is a Finnish study conducted by Kati 
Mýren (2003). The study concentrates on examining the effects of promoting tolerance and 
multiculturalism through sports between the years of 1996-2002. During that period 171 
organisations were given funding to promote activities that promote tolerance through sports. The 
Finnish Sport’s Federation, which operated between the years of 1993-2013, was the grant giving 
body for the projects in this study. The Finnish Sport’s Federation was the umbrella organisation of 
over 130 member associations in the field of sports before merging with two other sport 
organisations in 2013.  
The activities were offered for people of all ages, but most activities were offered to teenagers 
between the age of 13-17. The aims of the projects were to create activities where Finnish people 
and immigrants would actively participate together, providing opportunities to diminish prejudice 
arising from either group. The study found that sports were a useful and meaningful way for 
immigrants to spend their free time, and to build social networks through the organisation that 
arranged the activities, allowing the participants to form contacts outside of the activities. Mýren 
(2003) found in her study that sports could be a useful method in aiding the integration of 
immigrants, but similarly to the British study conducted by Wilson and Lewis (2006), providing an 
atmosphere where people felt valued and appreciated was particularly helpful to aid the integration 
of the participants. Mýren (2003) noted that the sports projects also faced obstacles. Lack of 
funding, ideas and resources were mentioned to hinder the development of the projects and their 
aims in practice.  Also prejudice and negative attitudes towards the immigrant participants were 
considered an obstacle to achieving positive and affirmative goals. As well as this, the competitive 
nature of Finnish sport associations was considered problematic for the development of inclusion 
and integration amongst and between the Finnish and foreign participants. 
In the absence of studies that are related to asylum seekers and voluntary work in the Finnish 
context, I find that Mýren’s (2003) study represents the third sector relatively well, because the 
study was conducted on the field of sport, which is a prominent volunteering field in Finland as 
stated above. Mýren (2003) divided her study between active and non-active volunteering, which 
differ on a practical level. Non-active participation in her study indicates campaigns, seminars and 
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information sessions where Finnish people were being told about the benefits of including 
immigrants in their sport activities as well as training them to address people from versatile 
backgrounds. In other words, this would indicate that the aim of non-active participation was to 
accomplish structural level changes towards a more tolerant and integrated society, through 
education and awareness raising. According to Myren (2003), these non-active projects can only be 
said to benefit the immigrants indirectly, as they do not offer immigrants opportunities to participate 
as active individuals. In contrary, active participation indicates events where immigrants participate 
in sport activities together with the Finnish people, allowing people to meet one another in 
surroundings that fosters opportunities to interact and spend time together. Since this thesis also 
represents a form of active volunteering, it gives reasonable possibilities for comparison.  
In addition, a study conducted by Jan-Paul Brekke (2004) offers an insight to the ways asylum-
seekers themselves perceive the process of seeking asylum in Sweden. The study builds a typology 
of waiting around the processing time of the individual asylum claims. According to Brekke (2004, 
22) the typology of waiting consists of three interrelated dimensions: time, integration and 
repatriation. The dimension of time in this study indicate how asylum seekers can be said to be in-
between the past and future, in a state of uncertainty and ambiguity. Furthermore, this typology of 
waiting emphasises how the past, present and future can be simultaneously present during the 
ambivalent period of waiting an asylum claim to be processed. Interestingly, in this study, as stated 
above, the waiting period is divided between the two opposing and possible outcomes, those of 
integration and repatriation. Therefore, attention has been paid to the activities the asylum seekers 
are able, and are required to participate whilst waiting for their claim to be processed in Sweden, 
and to the ways the asylum seeking process is being considered as a part of their personal 
integration into the Swedish society.  
In his study, Brekke (2004) concentrated to study two programmes that offered activities for asylum 
seekers during the waiting period. These programmes took place in two separate cities in Sweden. 
This research programme was established to prevent discrimination and inequalities of marginalised 
groups, such as asylum seekers, when entering the labor market in the country of exile. The 
research was funded by the European Social Fund of the European Union (EU), as part of European 
Equal Programme that was constituted through the Development Partnerships that all the EU 
member states during the years of 2003-2004 took part. The Development Partnerships consisted 
local private, public and non-governmental organisations that facilitated the arrival and introduction 
of the asylum seekers, during the waiting period. These programmes were jointly run by local 
NGOs and local authorities, as required by the funding received from the European Union (EU). 
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According to (Brekke 2004, 43) the participants in his study merely highlighted the positive impacts 
of participating in the activities that were jointly organised by the local authorities and the NGOs. 
The study showed how participating in the activities offered the asylum seekers structure, social 
support and contact with the local people (Brekke, 2004, 43).  “The organised activity eased the 
absence for the asylum seekers to see themselves in the future. Inherent in the courses were a silent 
promise of meaning and direction” (Brekke, 2004, 46).  
His study also suggests that the positive feedback from the participants was a result of the fact that 
the activities were able to keep the participants occupied and that the activities they took part in, 
provided the asylum seekers with a purpose and recognition as students, rather than as asylum-
seekers. Consequently, Brekke’s study (2004) takes into account the concept of identity formation. 
The findings of his study suggest that a student is a widely recognised identity that does not in 
general carry a negative stigma like that of an identity of an asylum seeker. As well as obtaining 
positive results in relation to the activities that asylum seekers were provided, in accordance with 
the typology of waiting Brekke (2004) found that some of the participants were holding back on 
their efforts to integrate. He found that they had difficulty in concentrating and studying whilst 
participating in the activities, and importantly the possibility of being sent back was seen as a 
negative factor that hindered the efforts and willingness to integrate. 
 
2.4 Motives for Volunteering 
Motivation for volunteering has traditionally thought to be either individualistic or altruistic (Lager 
et al. 2009). Altruism has traditionally meant that people participate in voluntary work in order to 
benefit a greater, common cause, or simply to help others out of their good will.  Individualistic 
motivation would emphasise the personal benefits that the individual is able to claim as a result of 
the voluntary work. Altruistic motivations such as helping the community, willingness to 
contribute, and a willingness to be a part of the community are aspects I will look for in the research 
data. In addition, individualistic interests such as gaining experience and contacts that might help 
secure a job, improve one’s language skills and to practice and develop their personal and career-
related skills will be sought after. Therefore, it would seem that both altruistic and individualistic 
motivations can be considered as requirements, not necessarily simultaneously, for the 
accumulation of social capital in order for it to become effective. This is due to the fact that the 
above motives for volunteering require social networking skills, trust and reciprocity to occur 
during the volunteering activities. The next chapter will expand on this thought, paying particular 
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attention to the possibilities of accumulating social capital while being a part of a marginalised 
group of society such as asylum seekers. 
 
2.5 Sources and Effects of Social Capital  
In this thesis, the concept of social capital will be used as an explanatory framework to better 
illustrate the significance of voluntary work as a part of immigrants’ inclusion into the Finnish 
society. The emphasis lies on the accumulation of individual social capital in the context of 
voluntary work. One could suggest that social capital can be considered as a resource that occurs 
through formal as well as informal communication. According to Siisiäinen (1989, 54): “Social 
capital exists in different kinds of social duties and rights and in the informal and formal networks 
of social relationships supporting them”. One could, therefore, suggest that the concept of social 
capital be classified as a result of social interaction between individuals, groups or communities that 
develop trust, social norms and strengthen reciprocity between its members. In addition, one could 
suggest that volunteering offers possibilities to form contacts in an informal setting that might foster 
the accumulation of social capital.  Furthermore, according to Ryan et al (2015, 3): “Social 
networks are widely recognised as a key source of migrants’ capital, facilitating migration and 
settlement as well as maintenance of transnational lives”.  The research on social capital can be said 
to stem from the ideology that social networks cannot be considered as naturally given, nor static; 
rather they are structures that are carefully constructed through the utilisation of group relations that 
are deemed beneficial for individuals and communities alike. Within this thesis, voluntary work is 
also being considered as a social structure, through which asylum seekers are able to form contacts 
outside of the reception centres, whilst participating in volunteering activities.  Thus, voluntary 
work is being considered a form of social capital that incorporates multiple processes, where people 
are able to collaborate for mutual as well as for personal advantage. 
The concept and theory of social capital started to receive increased amounts of attention during the 
late twentieth century and the early twenty-first century. The most prominent theorists that have 
tackled the theory and practice of social capital are Pierre Bourdieu (Distinction: A Social Critique 
of the Judgement of Taste, 1986), James Coleman (Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital, 
1988) and Robert Putnam (Bowling Alone, 1995).  Previous research conducted in the field of civil 
society research, in Finland have utilised the concept of social capital from both Bourdieu’s and 
Putnam’s point of view (Forsander 2002; Siisiäinen 2009). Within this thesis, the concept of social 
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capital will be used from Pierre Bourdieu’s perspective. The key elements of his approach are 
explored below. 
In addition, the Academy of Finland, a governmentally funded research organisation, conducted a 
large scale study on social capital during 2004-2007. The research programme on Social Capital 
and Networks of Trust (SOCA) studied social capital and its effects and formations in relation to 
democracy, health, labour market, communities and associations. The themes of volunteering and 
immigration were, however, largely unnoticed fields of study in the research programme.   
  
2.5. Pierre Bourdieu and the Forms of Capital  
The main distinction between the theories of Bourdieu and Putnam is the fact that Bourdieu 
considers social capital as an individual asset, where as Putnam considers social capital as a group 
resource, and shared commodity that communities inherently possess, in which society is seen as an 
objective and coherent entity. Bourdieu (1986) considers social capital mainly as an individual 
attribute that every person possess to a varying degree. For Bourdieu, social capital appears as 
inherently unevenly distributed in a sense that individuals and communities are in constant 
competition with each other over a set of resources. In other words, on individual level, the 
accumulation of social capital can be said to provide privileged access to resources (Siisiäinen, 
1999), which can, therefore, be considered as a source of personal power and that of empowerment 
in some instances.  
The main theoretical concept of Pierre Bourdieu (1986) is one that defines three forms of capital 
that guide one’s behavior in the social world. According to Bourdieu (1998, 47): “Symbolic capital 
is any property (any form of capital whether physical, economic, cultural or social) when it is 
perceived by social agents endowed with categories of perception which cause them to know it, and 
to recognise it and to give it value”.  Often physical capital is not referred to, and the three main 
forms of symbolic capital can be described as economic, cultural and social capital. In short, 
economic capital implies financial assets, cultural capital equates to education and interests such as 
hobbies and art, and social capital is composed of networks that establish trust and reciprocity 
which can be used to validate norms in everyday communication.  
Bourdieu sees the social world as a construction of different fields. It is in these fields that the 
competition over the resources, both actual and symbolic are taking place. In the context of this 
study, as stated above, the field of voluntary work, is used as a tool to gain access to the Finnish 
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society, due to the facts that asylum seekers can be described as having very limited access to the 
Finnish society on their arrival. As previously stated, Bourdieu considers the accumulation of the 
different forms of capital unevenly distributed, therefore, asylum seekers would seem to represent a 
group, where these disparities are noticeable, despite the fact that asylum seekers represent a 
heterogeneous group (Himanen & Könönen 2010). As asylum seekers do not possess the same level 
of economic, cultural or social capital as permanent residents of Finland on their arrival led me to 
consider asylum seekers within this thesis as individuals who are engaged in processes where they 
must compete for the available resources.  Furthermore, as stated by Bourdieu (1986, 1998) the 
attainment of social capital might also be reflected on the accumulation of cultural and economic 
capital, and under certain conditions social capital can be lead to economic or cultural capital. 
Therefore, as an individual commodity, the accumulation of social capital might enhance the 
possibilities for an individual to gain access to resources and networks that were previously 
unattainable for them. In this instance the Finnish society can be considered to represent such an 
inaccessible resource. This would appear as noteworthy, as the aim is to note how participation in 
volunteering might enhance the immigrants’ ability to accumulate social capital.  
Volunteering can also be considered to offer a means through which the participants may be able to 
start accumulating social capital, and to learn some of the dispositions of other volunteers and that 
of the Finnish hosts of the volunteering projects. The dispositions that individuals and groups 
possess are represented through habitus which “could be considered as a subjective but individual 
system of internalised structures, schemes of perception, conception and action common to all 
members of the same group or class…” (Bourdieu, 1986, 86). Habitus, or a way of being, is 
presented through dispositions, which can be described as repeated prevailing patterns of behavior. 
Interestingly, Bourdieu distinguishes (makes a distinction) between the concept of habitus and 
bodily hexis (1986, 466-475). According to Mäkelä (1994, 255) Habitus, can be considered as a 
way of perceiving things and hexis as physical behavior, both of which are the result of one’s 
educational attainments. This in turn, would stress the importance of the accumulation and 
appropriate usage of cultural capital. Furthermore, Bourdieu (1989) considers habitus as something 
that within the same group is taken for granted, and can be described as automatic and impersonal. 
However, it also depicts a way of being that comes from within, and is a culmination of one’s 
personal experiences, a sum of a person’s different forms of capitals, so to speak. On the other hand 
bodily hexis, is more clearly expressed as a practical and physical way of experiencing and 
expressing oneself, and one’s own sense of social value (Bourdieu, 1986, 474).  
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This divide allows us to start to explore the concept of liminality, and that of the sense and feeling 
of context specific space, as well as a place experienced by asylum seekers in the Finnish society. 
According to Bourdieu (1998, 31) societies can be considered as social spaces where by: “The 
notion of space contains, in itself, the principle of a relational understanding of the social world”. 
This, in turn would imply that understanding the actions of people and groups are being constituted 
through the difference between the groups and individuals in question, and that of the social world. 
More specifically, one’s place in the social world, does not appear as static, rather it evolves and 
changes in relation to the space that one possesses in any given point in time. The notion of space 
will be elaborated in the next chapter, where the concept of liminality will be assessed in relation to 
this study. One could ask how the limits and social conditions of such social spaces could be taken 
into account, or could be applied into the context of this study, where the group under the study 
could be said to exist in a space of liminality.  
 
2.6 The concept of Liminality 
The concept of bodily awareness/physicality appears as relevant when considering the position of 
an asylum seeker to be experienced in a liminal state. Asylum seekers can be described as 
inhabiting a sense of liminality, as a space; through belonging to a marginalised group with very 
little contact with the Finnish society, and as a place; whilst waiting for the asylum claim to be 
processed in an unfamiliar environment. The condition of liminality can be described as one of 
ambiguity and marginality, while simultaneously being considered as fragile and episodic. One is 
required to leave a life behind and to embark on a new one, indicating that at the end the person 
would have reached a new position, after they have passed the stage of liminality, i.e. the process of 
seeking asylum. In the context of asylum seekers the period of liminality can be lengthy, while they 
wait for the decisions on their claims, during which time they will need to find different kinds of 
coping methods to facilitate their integration into the Finnish society. The position of liminality 
amongst asylum seekers in the Finnish context, has been previously researched by Osazee (2011) 
and Junka (2012). Both studies have found that despite existing in a liminal state while waiting for 
the asylum claims to be processed, the participants of their studies had found ways of coping and 
moving forward in spite of having to do it under such uncertain and difficult settings.  
The concept of liminality originates from anthropology, where Arnold Van Gennep (1960), used the 
concept of liminality as the second stage of a rites of a passage. Rites of passage in anthropology is 
used to describe a period of transition, which often can be age-related (for example from a girl to a 
woman, from a boy to a husband etc.). However, most often it is Victor Turner’s (1969) 
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conceptualisation of liminality that is most often referred to, when discussing the notion of 
liminality. According to Turner, the concept of liminality can be described as: “Being neither here, 
nor there but “betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention 
and ceremonial” (Turner 1969, 95). In addition, as stated by Beech (2011, 287) “the liminar is 
socially if not physically invisible”. Therefore, it would seem that the concept of social capital, or 
should one say, the lack of it, could strengthen the notion of liminality, and both concepts are useful 
when investigating volunteering as a form of social capital amongst asylum seekers. Deriving from 
the above, this thesis considers liminality also as a bodily experience, where asylum seekers can be 
considered as socially if not physically invisible. I am interested to note how physicality and the 
concept of bodily space and its positions in relation to a physical place/places are visible in the 
interview data. Following Huttunen (2003) I will aim to highlight the positions the interviewees 
take in relation to the places and spaces the participants currently experience as liminal beings. 
In order to highlight the concept of physicality, within the concept of liminality, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s approach to liminality will be utilised. For Merleau-Ponty (1945) the reality of one’s life is 
formed out of the structures through the lived body, or being- in – the – world, as he prefers to call 
it. In other words, according to Merleau-Ponty, it is through one’s bodily experiences that a person 
tries to make sense of the world. In the context of this thesis, this seems rather significant, because 
due to the lack of language skills and the different forms of capital mentioned earlier, asylum 
seekers often rely heavily on non-verbal communication. Merleau-Ponty can be thanked for 
theorising in detail the somatic relations of the mind and body, i.e that one needs to have a body in 
order to be understood by one’s surroundings and furthermore, what kind of understanding one has 
about one’s surroundings is highly dependent on one’s personal social trajectories and that of one’s 
habitus.  
It seems that Merleau-Ponty sees the physical body as multi-dimensional, whereby the body itself, 
and the physical experiences of the body generate knowledge, through which one considers one’s 
body as a subject (through a lived experience), and not as an object that is being looked upon from 
outside. He often refers to the body-subject, when talking about the dualistic approach of a body 
and mind. 
After carefully reading through Bourdieu and Merleau-Ponty, I became aware of several 
overlapping similarities within their theories. This might not, after all, be that surprising, because 
Bourdieu, like many other French scholars studied under the instruction of Merleau-Ponty, and 
therefore, would have been either directly or indirectly influenced by him. However, what I found 
to be most interesting was the way that Bourdieu seems to have developed Merleau-Ponty’s ideas 
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further by introducing the concept of power-relations and the uneven distribution and accumulation 
of resources into the concept of the body-subject. What I aim to present, is that Bourdieu also 
considers the body as an important tool through which the habitus of a person can become visible. 
Furthermore, if one considers asylum seekers to lack the necessary dispositions to understand the 
Finnish cultural codes, in the light of the above concept of the body-subject, one could suggest that 
this lack of dispositions becomes visible in the ways the asylum seekers present themselves in any 
given space. Furthermore, Merleau-Ponty (1962) sees space and time as integral to the body: “The 
synthesis of both time and space is a task that always has to be performed a fresh”. Therefore, one 
could suggest that Merleau-Ponty, like Bourdieu sees the body as highly contextualised.  According 
to Bourdieu “The structure of the distribution of the different types and subtypes of capital at a 
given moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social world.” (Bourdieu, 1986, 
243).  In this study, both the theories appear useful when considering ways through which asylum 
seekers negotiate their place in the Finnish society and how this can also be reflected through the 
way they utilise space and interact with a place as liminal beings. Despite the above similarities it 
would seem important to stress that the theories are not identical. Habitus, or a way of being, as 
stated above, carries within it the internalised patterns of behavior, dispositions that also indicate the 
level of social, economic and cultural capital that a person already holds. Therefore, with the term 
bodily hexis, it is not merely a question of being- in –the- world, through a lived experience, but an 
expression of habitus through bodily hexis also reflects the person’s position in the social world and 
its hierarchical structure as described above.  
The theoretical concepts of social capital and liminality as described above, are utilised in chapter 
four, which will present a content analysis about the effects of volunteering amongst asylum 
seekers. Before the analysis, the data gathering and research methods will be explored next in 











3 DATA AND METHODS 
 
This thesis is a qualitative case study about the effects and impacts of volunteering amongst 
immigrant participants. The data for this thesis has been collected from immigrants who have 
conducted voluntary work while applying for asylum in Finland, as well as from people who work 
with asylum seekers and/or are involved with their recreational activities. The gathered data will be 
analysed by abductive content analysis.  
By collecting material from participants and organisers alike, I have aimed to build a more 
comprehensive picture about the possibilities and of the possible obstacles that individuals might 
face when they are interested in doing voluntary work, whilst seeking asylum. The aim has been to 
view volunteering both as a structural as well as a practical tool, and as a part of the Finnish civil 
society.  
Data gathering and methods of analysis will be discussed in this chapter. I will first describe the 
research context, which is in effect a case study, followed by the description of the data and the data 
collection. Additionally, the main research method; abductive content analysis and the role of the 
researcher and the research ethics will be discussed. 
 
 
3.1 Case Study 
This is a case study of a small grass-roots level non-governmental organisation (NGO) that has 
offered immigrants who are seeking asylum in Finland, opportunities to volunteer during the last six 
years. A case study according to Laine et al. (2007, 9) can be characterised as an in depth study of a 
particular phenomenon. Furthermore, as stated by Turula (2007, 111) the objective of a case study 
is to produce information about processes, or a phenomenon that is taking place in a specific time in 
a specific context. Thereby, it could be suggested that a case study could be considered as a 
research method that aims to explain social processes that occur within a specific context. In so 
doing, I would like to suggest that this thesis is a case study of volunteering activities that have been 
offered to individuals whilst seeking asylum in Finland, and the effects and impacts of those 
activities in relation to their integration and inclusion into the Finnish society. In addition to this, 
one could also point out that when studying social processes in a case study, the theory of social 
capital and the fields in which this takes place appears as an accurate theoretical approach for 
conducting this study.  
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Often a case study aims to link the specific case under study into a more general societal structures 
prevailing in the society. As stated by Turula (2007,113) “The challenge of a case study is to try to 
find ways through which, one could use the possibilities offered by a case study to form 
generalization based on the uniqueness of the particular case study”. In this thesis, one could 
interpret this as a way to encourage me to look for indicators through which active volunteering of 
immigrants could facilitate and ease their integration into the Finnish society. Furthermore, in this 
chapter, as stated earlier, the official integration policies emphasise the importance of getting access 
to the labour market. Therefore, it would be interesting to note, whether links between the 
individual integration, which is being emphasised in this thesis, and that of structural integration on 
a societal level can be drawn from the analysis. Thereby, the aim of the thesis would not solely be 
to assess the impacts of voluntary work amongst immigrants, but also to try to identify ways 
through which volunteering could be tied into integration practices. 
Despite the above point, it is however important to stress that this is a case study which aims to give 
a detailed account of practices and methods used by one particular NGO that operates in the civil 
society sector and more specifically in the volunteering sector. 
In relation to the voluntary work itself, it would seem important to give a brief description of the 
type of volunteering activities that this NGO facilitates. Firstly, I would like to bring to attention the 
fact that the NGO has not created volunteering activities specifically designed for immigrants to 
take part in, or only activities that occur in reception centres. Instead, they have provided 
immigrants opportunities for involvement in already existing volunteering projects. According to 
the NGO in question, the aim of the volunteering is not solely to activate immigrants, rather it is to 
provide them opportunities to volunteer alongside other volunteers, as equals. It would also seem 
important to point out that the volunteering takes place in a multicultural environment, mainly 
during the summer time, nationally, and requires participants to commit for an intensive period of 
few weeks, continuously. The volunteering consists mainly of outdoor activities that aim to benefit 
the local communities, in which the volunteering takes place. 
More information about the NGO or the participants will not be disclosed, in order to protect the 
identity of the participants. The matter of privacy will be discussed later on in this chapter. 
 
3.2  Data 
The data for this study consists of nine interviews, out of which five were immigrants who have 
entered Finland as asylum seekers and the other four were expert interviews.  Four out of the five 
interviewed immigrant volunteers were male, and the interviewees originated from Western and 
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Eastern Africa and Afghanistan. All the migrant participants were between the ages of 20-30. One 
could suggest that this can be seen to reflect the age trend of asylum seeker applicants. In addition, 
around 30% of the asylum seekers are women, and also this appears as visible in the collected data 
(Finnish Immigrant Service, 2014).  
The expert interviewees consist of individuals who either work or have worked with immigrants in 
the context of voluntary work. More specifically, the expert interviews consist of a member of staff 
from a reception centre, two were current and past members of staff from the NGO through which 
asylum seekers have had opportunities to volunteer. The fourth interview was made with a 
representative of a network of NGOs that gathers representatives from many different organisations 
together, in order to advance volunteering opportunities for immigrants in Finland. Due to the fact 
that NGO sector in Finland is rather small, disclosing additional information about the organisations 
in question, could make it rather easy to expose the identities of those who have participated in this 
study. 
 
 3.2.1 Collecting the Data 
This thesis is a qualitative case-study, for which majority of the data has been collected through 
semi-structured thematic interviews.  A semi-structured interview can be described as an interview 
where all the interviewees are being asked questions related to same topics, but the format and order 
of questions remains relatively unrestricted. Also, the interview questions are typically open-ended, 
instead of multiple choice answers (Hirsjärvi& Hurme 2008, 47). Semi-structured interviews allow 
the interviewee to express their opinions as freely as possible in his/hers own words. (Eskola and 
Vastamäki 2010, 27). By allowing interviewees to speak freely, one hopes to accomplish more 
fluent and free discussion that obeys the rules of reciprocity. The thematic structures for the 
interviewees can be found in the appendix. 
The data collection took place between a four month period during autumn and winter of 2015-
2016. The interviews were held in several different locations. The interviews lasted between 35 min 
and 1.5 hours, whilst the average interview length being approximately 45 minutes. I found the data 
collecting to be an important, motivating and at times strenuous part of the research process.  
Originally, I was planning to do the interviews at the university, however, it did not appropriate to 
be the most useful location to interview current and former asylum seekers because of the inherent 
formality of the setting. Therefore, the immigrant interviews were conducted in participants’ homes 
and in cafés’, in order to provide a more comfortable, less institutional environment.  
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Due to the fact that the NGO in question works with reception centres nationally, the participants of 
this study were also located in different parts of Finland. Two of the immigrants were living in the 
metropolitan area of Helsinki, and three of the five were living in cities in Southern and Central 
Finland. Therefore, the interview process itself, required me to travel to these locations in order to 
conduct the interviews. The expert interviews, however, were all conducted in Helsinki, either at a 
participant’s work place, the university, or in a participant’s home.  
 
The immigrant interviews, I call the participants immigrants, because all of them have entered 
Finland as asylum seekers and they have lived in Finland between 2-5 years. Some of the research 
participants have gained status of a refugee and permanent residency in Finland, while some have 
temporary residence permits and others still have ongoing asylum claims. In general, this would 
indicate that the handling of asylum cases appears to be a rather lengthy process. See also (Pirinen 
2008, and Himanka & Könönen 2010). Most of the immigrant participants appeared slightly 
apprehensive in the beginning of the interviews, but at the same time they all appeared motivated 
and willing to discuss the interview topic. Some of them also expressed afterwards that it had been 
valuable for them to talk about volunteering, and about their lives in Finland.  
Most of the immigrant interviews were conducted in English, except for one that was conducted in 
Finnish. Two participants, who could have answered in Finnish chose to answer in English, stating 
that they could give more comprehensive answers in English, and that they feel more comfortable 
using the medium of English during the interview. Both of them use Finnish daily at work or in 
their studies. Most of the volunteers that participate in the NGO’s activities, are fluent in English, 
because a lot of the activities are held in English and not in Finnish. Therefore, I did not need to 
consider using interpreters to conduct the interviews. Please also note that this would not have been 
possible due to the lack of funding. All of the immigrant research participants were currently 
studying or working in Finland. The level of education amongst the immigrants varied from basic 
schooling to secondary and college education in their countries of origin. 
The participants of expert interviews were all educated to a degree level, which meant that they 
were familiar with the concept of doing research at the university. They viewed taking part in an 
interview as a way to express their opinions about the research topic, to share insights and have the 
opportunity to share their knowledge with a wider audience (Eskola and Vastamäki 2010, 29). The 
expert interviews were easy to arrange, and to facilitate, and the atmosphere during the interviews 
were relaxed and open. All the expert interviews were conducted in Finnish. Two of the expert 
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participants also have an immigrant background and they have been living in Finland between 10 
and 20 years. 
All the interviews were recorded and later transcribed, resulting in 150 pages of written material. At 
times, I found the interview sessions lengthy and tiring, as being an active interviewer requires one 
to be ready to prompt on the information obtained and to be able to elaborate on the answers, in 
order to gain more comprehensive answers. Therefore, one could suggest that it is incredibly 
important to be present at the interview setting, when conducting interviews. It is important to note 
that body language is frequently used as a secondary form of communication when the verbal 
communication skills are deemed to be insufficient on some level. As stated by Sebeok (1999, 20) 
“The body by itself can be a prime tool for communication, verbal as well as nonverbal”. This 
would seem especially important when interviewing people with whom one is used to rely on non-
verbal communication, such as immigrants, who often communicate with a language other than 
their mother tongue. Therefore, I was also acutely aware of my own body language and gestures, 
whilst aiming to be actively and attentively present at the interview situation.  
 
 3.2.2 Gatekeepers 
Despite the fact that I had met most of the participants of this study previously, in order to obtain 
and secure an interview, the use of gatekeepers proved invaluable. A gatekeeper can be described as 
a person, who has access to the community under the study, and who enjoys a position of trust 
amongst the possible research participants.  In addition, gatekeeper’s opinions are accounted for, 
when making a decision about taking part in the research process, for example agreeing to be 
interviewed in the first instance (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, 50-51). Very quickly it became 
apparent that it was difficult for me to secure interviews via phone or email. The most useful 
method was to ask the participants in person, when I would meet them during volunteering 
activities. This way they would know, who I was and what I was intending to do. During the 
volunteering, they could ask me questions relating to the study, in person, and most importantly, 
they could see how I interacted with them. As stated by Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, 65) 
people: “…will often be more concerned with what kind of person the researcher is than with the 
research itself”. However, the fact that I was actively recruiting possible interviewees during 
volunteering activities that I was also participating in, meant that often the participants thought of 
me as a representative of the NGO, and not as a researcher, despite the fact that I aimed to be as 
clear as possible about the fact that the interviews were for my thesis at the university. Furthermore, 
according to (Arendall 1997, cited by Sandoval 2009): “…the quality of interview product relies 
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more on interviewing skills, and a “sense of awareness of the considerable social, hierarchical and 
cultural baggage that both researcher and participant bring to their encounters”. Therefore, the 
immigrants with whom I did not have an opportunity to discuss the research beforehand in person, 
were all recruited by gatekeepers. The gatekeepers were well known and trusted volunteers and 
former staff of the NGO in question. One could suggest that in order to secure the interviews, I 
needed to utilise social networks that were connected to the NGO and that the immigrants were 
familiar with, and that they trusted enough to agree to be interviewed. 
 
 3.2.3  Lifeline Drawings 
Very early on in my studies, I became aware of the importance of not solely relying on interviewing 
as a research method, whenever possible. It is not always possible to do participation observation, 
but methods such as autobiographical narratives or lifeline drawings can be used to compliment, 
expand and verify interview accounts as well. According to Jokiranta (2003,188) lifeline drawings 
can be considered as a more visual and a non-verbal way to produce data, than speaking. One could 
also suggest, that because English nor Finnish was not the native tongue of any of the participants 
that drawing would allow them more freedom to express their thoughts more clearly, while 
simultaneously allowing them to select the important aspects of their life that they were willing to 
share in the interview situation. Therefore, I decided to utilise the concept of lifeline drawings in 
this thesis. The model for the lifeline drawings derives from Finnish Red Cross’ Kotopolku-project, 
which was created to promote the integration of immigrants in to the Finnish Society. The 
Integration Timeline was created not only to help the immigrants to understand their own 
integration process, but it also allowed the Red Cross to collect information about the critical points 
of integration (Matikainen 2003, 285).  
 
My goal was to allow the participants to draw their lifelines for me without prompting them or 
giving them specific instructions of how to do it. I could have given them a ready-made line, but I 
did not wish to interfere with the process. Therefore, at the end of the interview, I gave them an 
empty sheet of A4 paper and asked them to draw a life line, which would include important and 
meaningful events of their lives. I do feel that the life-line drawings complemented the interviews 
and I also used the life-line drawings in the inductive process of data analysis, during the cross-
referencing of the interview accounts. Interestingly several of the participants chose to write, 
instead of drawing, which made me aware of the fact that they were unfamiliar with the method and 
most of them asked me further instructions in relation to the task, which I promptly declined as the 
aim was for the participants to be in charge of this exercise. 
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Drawing can be seen as method, where the participant is in charge of the data production. Often in 
interview settings, it is the interviewer that prompts questions that he/she has thought in advance, 
indicating that the interviewer assumes a more dominant role in the interview situation.  
However, as a result of very loose instructions, the life-line drawings were not always that clear, 
and it was very helpful that the research participants explained the drawings to me, which allowed 
them to remain in charge of the situation at the end of the interview and for me to gain a better 
understanding of the meaning of the life-lines. 
 
3.3 Content Analysis  
This research will utilise the method of abductive content analysis, which indicates that it combines 
deductive and inductive forms of conducting research. In other words, abductive research method 
uses theory, which in this thesis is that of social capital according Pierre Bourdieu (1986), as 
guideline when conducting research, yet simultaneously, it uses the collected data inductively. As 
previously stated, the theory of social capital is used as the theory that runs simultaneously 
throughout this research.  
 
In the inductive content analysis of the collected data, the thematic interview questions were at first 
used as a guideline to form a basic structure for the analysis. After the initial structure, I divided the 
data thematically, finding typologies for categories, such as trust, participation and friends. I then 
cross-referenced further categories based on the above findings such as belonging, liminality, 
loneliness etc. By cross-referencing, I hoped to discover connections that were not immediately 
visible and obvious when first reading the texts. As stated by Silvasti (2014, 45) it is important to be 
able to reflect between the initial set of interview questions and the collected data, in order to note 
how the interviewees have interpreted and answered the interview questions in relation to the 
phenomenon under study, and importantly to note if the answers reflect something that was not 
initially studied. 
Also, because I was responsible for creating the questions, conducting and transcribing the 
interviews, I was very familiar with the data, when I started the analysis. I would agree with 
Ruusuvuori and Tiittula (2005,16) in saying that transcribing the research data allows one to 
remember and to discover details that might otherwise have been overlooked. This allowed me to 
move back and forth between the data and analysis with relative ease. Furthermore, the aim was to 
observe, develop and capture already existing analytical categories that were present at the 
interview settings, in order to start working with the data inductively.  
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3.4 The Position of a Researcher 
Reflexivity can be said to be as an important quality when looking into one’s role as a researcher. 
Through reflexivity one can aim for reliability and validity within one’s research. There have been 
many times during this research process that required me to re-consider and analyse my position as 
a researcher rather carefully and critically.  
First of all, how does the fact that I am familiar with the NGO in question influence my position as 
a researcher?  I have been involved with the NGO in question for several years. Therefore, I would 
suggest that my attitude towards people seeking asylum has possibly been more positive than 
average, due to the fact that I have been affiliated with people in this position for several years, in 
the context of voluntary work. Because of this, I have tried to remain highly reflexive throughout 
this research process. In practice this has meant that I have had to revisit my pre-conceived ideas 
and re-evaluate them in the light of the collected data throughout this research process. 
As stated by Hammersley and Atkinson (2003, 177) it would seem important to be aware how one’s 
own presence might shape the data collection. I am aware that it has been at times difficult to stay 
neutral, and I find that to produce research that would be purely objective to be near impossible. 
However, what I can do, is express my thought processes, in order to shed light onto the choices I 
have made during this research. By allowing the reader to see the choices with transparency, allows 
them to form their own opinions about the validity of the research. 
At the beginning of the interviews, most of the research participants appeared rather cautious, 
indicating that they were slightly apprehensive about the aims and goals of this study. However, the 
fact that I was familiar to the participants through the NGO, allowed me to build enough rapport to 
ease into dialogue with the research participants. In a way, the fact that they saw me as a 
representative of the NGO, granted me access to conduct the interviews. 
At times, I was, left wondering whether the participants had carefully selected their answers 
beforehand, because the topic and the aim of the interview had been clearly explained to them when 
they were initially asked to participate in the study. To clarify, sometimes I felt that they aimed to 
portray a certain kind of image and willingness to give me the right and correct answers. So a clear 
dichotomy was being present during the interviews; a certain willingness but also a hesitance were 
being simultaneously presented to me as an interviewer.  
Importantly, after the interviews, participants at times expressed their thoughts about their life in 
Finland more frankly and clearly, at times opposing what they had previously said. They commonly 
gave detailed accounts on volunteering and the positive effects of the volunteering activities. 
However, I was sometimes left with a sense of unclarity regarding their opinions about the level of 
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their integration and life in Finland in general. I suspect that the ambiguity I was witnessing 
partially might have arisen from the fact that some of the research participants still had ongoing 
asylum claims, and were uncertain how the research data would be used and, if it would somehow 
affect their position in Finnish society. Therefore, while conducting the analysis, I was looking for 
indicators from the data that would tie the interview together with the comments that were made 
later on, in order to be able to build a comprehensive picture of the validity of the data.  
 
 
3.5 Research Ethics  
While conducting research and forming descriptions of people’s lived experiences, it would seem 
important to stress that researchers have an ethical duty to protect and respect the people they study. 
The dignity, safety and rights of the people involved in the research process are paramount aspects 
of research ethics and essential aspects of the research practice as a whole. In relation to the 
research ethics, the most important aspect, within this research, has been to protect the anonymity 
and confidentiality of the research participants. These are important factors in all research, but this 
appears rather highlighted in a small case study that consists of interviews of individuals who are in 
a marginalised position in the Finnish society. It would also seem important to remember that social 
scientific research needs to account for the socio-political and historical conditions under which it is 
being conducted. 
I made sure that I gained the consent of the participants prior the interview. The research process 
and the aim of the interviews were always explained to the research participants in the beginning of 
the interview. It was stressed that the interviews were voluntary and they could be terminated at any 
time and that participants’ details would not be disclosed at any time. I also utilised interview 
consent form that also had my details in the case the participants wanted to contact me later on in 
relation to the research, which I later found to be useful, as some participants did wish to clarify 
something they had mentioned, or ask me questions related to the interview. 
 
It would seem important to mention that some of the data that was gathered for this thesis will be of 
more use to the NGO, as it strives to improve its practices and activities. Quite often the research 
participants also added direct tips or criticism about the practices of the NGO, which are not 
relevant for this study, but are relevant for the continuation of the work of the NGO. Therefore, the 
researcher dilemma in this thesis appears to be the dichotomy between an NGO representative and 
that of a researcher, which has, as stated before, required me to be reflexive throughout this research 
process to avoid the appearance of a conflict of interest.  
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In the analysis several direct quotes have been used. It is important to point out that in order to 
protect the anonymity of the participants, after careful consideration, I made the decision to 
translate all the quotes into English, being consistent with fact that this thesis is written in English.  
Also, I wish this thesis to be easily accessible for those, who do not command the Finnish language. 
There were also instances, where I was required to exclude some parts of the text, to make it more 
readable. This practice meant taking out repeated words and informalities in language that would 
have made the participants easily identifiable not only for the reader, but amongst the participants 
themselves.  
In order to protect the identities of the research participants, the names and identities of the 
participants are not included in the analysis, but only referred to as research participants, followed 
by an age bracket (for example RP 25-30 years e.g.) I found it to be crucial to protect the identities 
of the participants of this study, as some of them still have their asylum cases ongoing and can 
therefore, be said to possess a very vulnerable position in the Finnish society. Secondly, people who 
seek asylum in fear of personal persecution, often wish to keep their personal details hidden, often 
due to fear of repercussions from their country of origin. 
I hope that the above has given a clear account of the research methods used in this study, and has 
highlighted the importance of the transparency of the position of a researcher as well as the research 
ethics, whilst conducting this research. The next chapter presents the analysis of this study, where 
the ways in which individual immigrant participants have experienced the effects and impacts of 














“We went for that volunteering thing like, we were, we were, recognized and we felt like everybody 
else and it was, it was really something, which warmed my heart” (RP 20-25 years) 
 
4.1 Why Volunteering? 
The above quote reflects several aspects of this study that will be analysed in this chapter. One 
could suggest that the quote displays how important it is for immigrants to be valued as individuals, 
as well as to be recognised and accepted like everyone else to be a part of the Finnish society, in 
order to be able to integrate in to the Finnish society. Also, the quote displays the reciprocal nature 
of voluntary work, which in this study is considered as a form of social capital. According to Portes 
(1998, p. 6): “Social capital stands for the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of 
membership in social networks or other social structures”. Therefore, the concept of social capital 
can be classified as a result of social interaction between individuals, groups or communities that 
develop trust, social norms and strengthen reciprocity between its members. Furthermore, this 
analysis considers the phenomenon of integration as an explanatory framework in order to 
understand the importance of voluntary work as a part of immigrants’ integration in to the Finnish 
society. 
 
The research questions are: 
1. What are the reasons that motivate people who seek asylum to participate in voluntary work?                                                  
2. What kind of effects volunteering has offered for individuals who are seeking asylum? 
 
In order to take part in volunteering activities, in Finland, someone or somebody is required to 
provide immigrants opportunities to take part in volunteering activities. As stated by Mýren (1999) 
in her study about physical activities and leisure time amongst immigrants in Finland, one 
considerable hurdle was the lack of knowledge about the volunteering activities that were available. 
In her study, immigrants were not sure where to look for opportunities to participate, and whether 
there were certain requirements such as previous knowledge of a specific physical activity, or an 
ability to command the Finnish language etc. The lack of knowledge about volunteering and its 
potential positive effects was also present in a study conducted by Wilson and Lewis (2006). They 
conducted a case study of 10 organisations, which offered volunteering opportunities for refugees 
and asylum seekers in the UK outside of their own immediate communities. 
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The lack of knowledge about possible volunteering opportunities, and that of lack of trust was also 
present in the findings of this study. There appeared to be several factors that contributed to this 
kind of ambivalent attitude towards volunteering activities. The interest of the NGO to provide 
activities, as well the motivation of the staff of the reception centers to offer them to their residents 
were in a key role to grant access for the asylum seekers to participate in volunteering. However, it 
became clear that lack of time and funding to plan for volunteering activities was considered as an 
obstacle to offer volunteering activities outside of the reception centers. In the Finnish context 
reception centres, especially those that are located in cities, large national NGO’s such as the 
Finnish Red Cross, The Finnish Refugee Council, Mannerheim League For Child Welfare and many 
others, do arrange activities for the residents of the  reception centres. However, one could question 
whether this would reinforce the idea of an asylum seeker as a passive object that requires help, 
instead of an active subject that is willing to contribute and take part in activities outside of the 
reception centre. 
 
 4.1.1 Providing Volunteering Opportunities 
As stated above, previous research has shown that many refugees and asylum seekers tend not to be 
aware of the volunteering opportunities they could take part in, and of what kind of opportunities 
and value volunteering could bring into their lives.  Similar findings were also present in the 
findings of this study as the following quotes will show: 
“A lot of the immigrants come from countries, where the third sector or volunteering is unfamiliar, 
this often means that they are not aware what volunteering as a concept means”. 
     (NGO- Network representative) 
“I ask them (asylum seekers), if they would be interested to do something fun in a nice place, which 
includes working and has a day schedule, which is filled with different kinds of activities. When I 
have got their attention, I start to explain more in detail…. and I always tell them that they can 
contact me if necessary” 
     (Reception Centre Staff) 
“…and like I said before, the asylum seekers might not be aware what volunteering means, and they 
main motivation might not be volunteering, rather it is an opportunity for them to do something else 
in Finland…”      
(NGO- Staff) 
In the light of the above quotes, I would suggest that in order to encourage immigrants to take part 
in volunteering activities, more of an indirect approach might be rather useful, as volunteering as 
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we know it in the Western Countries, might not be directly applicable. During the interviews some 
of the immigrants, did however, brought to my attention that they have done activities that were 
similar to volunteering in their home countries, but rather than to call them volunteering activities, 
one could suggest that they are forms of reciprocity and aspects of living that are highlighted in 
more communal forms of living than what people are accustomed to in the Western Countries. 
In addition, the above quotes show how volunteering is able to offer daily structure for the asylum 
seekers by offering organised activities, something to fill their time with. Also, formation of trust, 
which is a perquisite for social capital is mentioned as a way to reassure the volunteers about 
possible obstacles during volunteering, where the staff is acting as a contact person for the asylum 
seekers during the volunteering project. However, the lack of time and a need to prioritise a 
workload came up during the expert interviews.  
The expert interviews highlighted the fact that the role of Finnish volunteers has been crucial in 
order to be able to provide volunteering opportunities for the immigrants within this study. Without 
the contribution, motivation and interest of the Finnish volunteers, these volunteering opportunities 
would not have existed. A member of NGO staff also pointed out that volunteers have initiated the 
inclusion of asylum seekers and immigrants within the organisation through which asylum seekers 
volunteered within this study. The lack of resources to upkeep activities, where asylum seeker and 
immigrants are able to take part, can also be understood from the following quotes from the expert 
interviews; 
“At the moment I don't have the resources to concentrate on voluntary work, because we are so 
busy, and that is why I have had to start to prioritise my work and unfortunately volunteering is not 
high on the list at the moment”.                                                                                                                                                          
     (Reception Centre Staff) 
“… at the moment we are not able to employ someone on a permanent basis, and (these activities) 
do not belong to my or my colleagues core duties, even tho they do, of course, come up in  certain 
ways. But, our board members and volunteers are the ones who maintain and organise everything, 
and they are also the ones’ who have started this”. 
     (NGO Staff) 
 
Therefore, it appears evident that when considering immigrant volunteering in a Finnish context one 
needs to pay particular attention to how to make sure to reach the target group in a best possible 
way and with a very limited funding. Furthermore, as stated by (Wilson and Lewis, 2006) in their 
study, volunteer mangers and people who work with volunteers might not be aware of asylum 
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seekers as potential volunteers.  Therefore, one could suggest that partially the lack of funding, or 
the very limited funding that the Finnish government agencies, or large NGO’s have allocated to 
multicultural activities and to activities that support integration, have resulted in asylum seekers 
being overlooked as potential volunteers. Despite of these possible constraints, this thesis aims to 
show the value and potential of immigrants as active volunteers. 
 
 4.1.2 Passing Time and Endless Waiting 
One could suggest that waiting for an asylum claim to be processed is often lengthy, stressful and 
strenuous process, filled with uncertainty (Himanen & Könönen, 2010).  Consequently, I would 
suggest that volunteering can offer asylum seekers something to use their skills and time 
beneficially, that offers them a break from waiting. The current legislation in Finland allows asylum 
seekers to find gainful employment after three months of submitting their asylum claim, if they 
have valid travel documents when submitting their claim (i.e. passport, personal identity papers). If 
they do not, then asylum seekers are required to wait for six months before they are allowed to look 
for work (Finnish Immigration Service 10.11.2015). 
It would also seem important to stress that after the initial waiting period, asylum seekers are 
allowed to look for work, but by no means has this meant that it would be easy for them to try to 
find employment. At the time of conducting this research, asylum seekers were required to get a 
certificate of one’s right to work from the Immigration Services, which was subject to a fee (Finnish 
Immigration Service, 2015).  Secondly, asylum seekers are not allowed to open bank accounts, 
which means that if they find employment the employers usually arrange the pay with the 
Reception Centres. In other words, despite they do have the right to work in theory, this rarely 
results in paid employment in practice. Therefore, I would suggest that volunteering can be 
beneficial for asylum seekers both on individual level by providing them activities and on a societal 
level by allowing them to form contacts with the wider society. This is also visible in the quote 
below: 
“Their life is difficult and it is amazing to see when they return (from voluntary work) their smiles 
and sparkling eyes, when they tell me what a great experience they have had. Also, they can forget 
their worries and problems that they have here in Finland, about their asylum claim, and about 
problems back home, and that is the main reason why I continue to do this”.             




The above quote shows how according to a member of staff, volunteering can offer asylum seekers 
something useful to do, to motivate them, to keep them occupied and to provide distraction from the 
ongoing asylum claim.  As previously stated, finding the time to organise volunteering activities can 
be challenging for the staff. Also, in the above quote the liminal condition, and that of finding one’s 
place in such uncertain conditions is clearly visible. Simultaneously, one can see how the past, 
present and future are intertwined in the life of a person seeking asylum, which is similar to that of 
Brekke’s (2004) study, who used the typology of waiting to describe the process of seeking asylum 
in Sweden. Brekke’s study found that some of his research participants were hesitant to integrate do 
to the uncertainty of their situation. The findings of this study indicate that volunteering seems to be 
able to provide at least momentarily relief from the ongoing state of liminality and uncertainty of a 
person seeking asylum.  In addition, the quote shows the positive impact volunteering has had on 
the personal well-being of an asylum seeker as a way to offer a break from the endless waiting. 
 In addition, the above quote shows how staff’s personal motivation and interest towards the asylum 
seekers well-being plays a crucial role in finding the time to organise volunteering activities. In her 
research about family life in a reception centre Salo (2012) found the attitudes of the staff members 
at the reception centre to be rather passive towards the integration of asylum seekers. The staff in 
her study considered integration as a process that would start, only after asylum would have been 
granted and, the immigrants would have been placed in municipalities, and where they would 
receive services aimed to integrate them into the Finnish society. This raises a question about the 
monitoring of differences in relation to practices and of standards between the reception centers. As 
stated earlier, reception centers are required to provide activities related to education and 
employment for people who are seeking asylum. Therefore, if members of staff at the reception 
centres do not consider the integration of the asylum seekers as something that starts or occurs at 
the reception centre, one could suggest that this will most likely to be reflected negatively on the 
activities arranged by the reception centres for their residents. Neither does this take into account 
that integration is a two-way process, where the Finnish service providers have also a role to play in 
the integration process of the asylum seekers. 
 
 4.1.3 An State of Hesitation 
During the interviews it became very clear that as well as the above structural constraints that might 
hinder the possibilities of immigrants to take part in volunteering, the fact that they had very little 
contact with Finnish people or Finnish culture, meant that the participants were rather hesitant in the 
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beginning to take part in volunteering. Instead, the recruitment to take part in volunteering occurred 
through friends, who themselves had done voluntary work before, or through reception centre staff 
whom they trusted as stated earlier, or through NGO representatives who had visited reception 
centres to talk about the possibilities to participate in volunteering. This would reinforce the idea of 
relying on social networks, or people in the position of trust. Also interestingly, I would suggest that 
the concept of physical body, or bodily hexis plays an important part in deciding whether to 
volunteer, as already stated in the methods section, often people are more interested in the person 
who is conducting the activity, interview etc.. than what they are required to do. Similar findings 
were presented by Wilson and Lewis (2006). In other words, one could suggest that lack of trust and 
awareness of volunteering was an obstacle to take part in volunteering. Similar findings have also 
been presented in Turtiainen (2009, 330) who has researched how quota refugees build trust with 
officials, whether it be the police, social services or healthcare services. Similar to Turtiainen (2009, 
330) the findings of this research indicate that the early contacts with different governmental agency 
staff plays an important role in building trust towards the new society, which in turn affects their 
integration processes and practices. These professionals include social workers, healthcare 
professionals, employment agency staff etc. I would also suggest that the role of reception centre 
staff, who most often are trained healthcare professionals appears important, and emphasis should 
be paid to the multicultural awareness and competence of the reception centre staff. The lack of 
awareness of how to function in the Finnish society, could also be described as an aspect of the state 
of liminality. More importantly, I would suggest that the inability to understand the structure of the 
society, emphasises the condition of liminality.  This is because, liminality is in effect characterised 
as a state of ambiguity and marginality. Therefore, the supportive role of the reception centre staff 
would appear crucial. Furthermore, according to Salo (2012) due to the remote location of the 
reception centre in her study, the asylum seekers were always driven to their official appointments, 
indicating that they only contacts they had with the Finnish society locally, were mainly officials 
that worked in the healthcare sector. Therefore, one could suggest that it would seem important to 
stress that it would be beneficial for the asylum seekers to have daily contact with the Finnish 
society and more importantly, to be able to form contacts that are not official, but also recreational. 
As stated by Kotkavirta (2000, 55-68) building trust towards the society where refugees have been 
placed appears important when considering one’s personal wellbeing, as well as that of a societal 
order and operations that people are required to be acquainted with, when they are settling into their 
new surroundings. Therefore, I would suggest that volunteering can be used as a platform where 
individuals through recreational activities make contacts with Finnish people. Furthermore, as 
stated by Tutriainen (2009) it appears crucial that social and symbolic capital are utilised and 
36 
 
produced shortly after refugees have entered the country of settlement, or there is a risk that it will 
start to vanish, or turn into a negative social capital.  
During the interviews the participants explained in an elaborative manor how they had themselves 
been very hesitant when they were first being approached, but at the same time, they were looking 
for something to do, and their willingness to try new things was greater than that of the feeling of 
hesitation. Within the following quotes the state of hesitation and ambiguity are well represented 
but also illustrate that the social world we live in appears as a structured one, which we aim to use 
accordingly to the amounts of capital we might possess. 
“Okey, but if I don’t like it, I am coming back, but I was like, ok, I just have to give it a shot and 
yeah….” 
      (RP 20-25 years) 
“One of the workers at the reception centre was trying to explain to me how good it is, and when I 
go there, I like it, she promised me that. And then she said “pidetään hauskaa” (Have a laugh- in 
Finnish), or something like that, and when I went there, I found out that it was great”.  
       
      (RP 20-25 years) 
“But I just wanted something to do, so I thought I give it a shot, because this summer I wasn’t 
gonna be doing anything, but actually I didn’t want to go, but a friend said go, its good, just try he 
said, I have been there before, and if you don’t like it, you don’t have to do it again”.  
      (RP 20-25 years) 
 
The above quotes demonstrate the need to view volunteering as a positive opportunity, rather than 
something to be afraid of, amongst the participants who lack suitable knowledge of Finnish culture 
and customs. In addition, they show that the participants gained understanding about the concept of 
volunteering by doing voluntary work themselves, which in turn can be considered as an 
accumulation of cultural, if not social capital. Therefore, throughout this chapter it will be important 
to pay attention to the way volunteering can allow immigrants to accumulate trust and reciprocity 
through actively participating as volunteers. However, the above quotes allow one to notice how 
social capital, or the lack of it in this instance, appears also as socially constructed, value-based and 
temporal by its nature (Cheong et al. 2007). Furthermore, the above provides us with an interesting 
entry point to investigate, what volunteering, in the context of social capital in its numerous 
formations, can offer for immigrants who participate in volunteering activities. The understanding 
of the concept of volunteering, as stated above can also be considered as an accumulation of social 
capital. The above has aimed to show some of the possible structural constraints of immigrant 
volunteering, as well as stressing the importance of integration to be accounted for as an two-way 
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process, before turning to consider the subjective accounts of the volunteers in relation to the 
voluntary work itself. 
 
4.2 Active Subject versus Passive Object 
“They are allowed to be who they are, and they can detach themselves, at least a bit, from that role, 
where they sit around and wait for a decision for their asylum claim. And in an another hand, they 
can make contacts (while volunteering), and also importantly they are allowed to work, which has 
seemingly been an important aspect for many, that they are allowed to do something, instead of just 
sitting and waiting”. 
     (NGO representative) 
 
The above quote sums the key elements of this section from a staff member’s point of view. The 
importance of having meaningful activities, being recognized as an individual, and being in contact 
with Finnish people appears as the three key elements that volunteering is able to offer the 
participants. These three elements will be explored in more detail in the below subchapters. In 
relation to the accumulation of social capital one could suggest that being in contact with the 
Finnish people in an informal group setting makes reciprocal actions more easily achievable. Also 
apparent in the above quote is that volunteering does not only offer a break from endless waiting for 
the participants, but it also offers an opportunity for the immigrants of this study to use and share 
their skills on a practical level, which is unlikely to be possible whilst residing in a reception centre.  
 
 4.2.1 Being Recognised as an Individual 
Asylum seekers can be described as a rather heterogeneous group (Himanen & Könönen, 2010), but 
they are often referred to as a homogenous group of asylum seekers, without considering them as 
individuals. Rather, they are a considered as a group of immigrants that are in the margins of society 
in an elusive state, that makes one suggest that in terms of social capital, the term asylum seeker can 
be seen as negative and, is therefore an undesirable form of social capital. Furthermore, our 
experiences, whether they are personal or collective, can be said to be socially constructed. 
Therefore, I suggest that in order to understand their experiences, we need to account for the social 
reality, in this case, the position of an asylum seeker, as a framework for these experiences. 
Furthermore, according to Bourdieu (1989) social space tends to function as a symbolic space. In 
this research volunteering is being considered as a symbolic space in which the participants are able 
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to rise above this negative stigma of an asylum seeker through voluntary work, while 
simultaneously gaining self-assurance, trust towards the Finnish people, and new skills, as detailed 
in the below quotes: 
“Actually, it makes people happy, it (volunteering) brings people together, you learn and gain 
respect, and you can learn a lot from others, their ideas, their opinions and you learn to 
communicate with them”  
      (RP 20-25 years) 
 “But you know when I went to that place and the local people were kind of interested about where 
we came from and I was able to learn new things and you know, this thing I had in mind like, Finns 
don’t really talk and you know, I was so surprised that the people there, they were so warm, they 
kind of made me wanna do it again”.     
      (RP 20-25 years) 
 
 
What strikes one about the above quotes is the feeling of reciprocity, which acts as a tool for 
empowerment through the means of active volunteering. To be able to participate, to be seen, to be 
heard and to be present seems evident in the above quotes. This also reinforces the concept of 
bodily hexis whereby by physical contact and a specific space has allowed the participants to raise 
above the negative stigma of an asylum seeker. Simultaneously, in the above quotes individualistic 
motives for volunteering are quite apparent through the ways they explain the self-value and respect 
they have gained through volunteering. The above quotes also show how volunteering has taken 
place in a positive social space. The participants were able to gain self-value from volunteering. The 
participants can be seen to value him/herself while simultaneously being valued as a member of a 
team of volunteers. Similarly, the study conducted by Brekke (2005) found that the role of a 
student, rather than that of an asylum seeker offered self-value and self-worth for the participants of 
his study.  
Furthermore, in the light of the above quotes, it seems that the immigrant participants have lost the 
use and value of their former dispositions. Therefore, by gaining recognition and value they were 
able to start to learn new dispositions that are appropriate in the Finnish society, whilst taking part 
in voluntary work. As stated previously, volunteering can be looked as a field where people come 
together to support a common good or idea, indicating that it is possible to meet people who possess 
varying forms of economic, social and cultural capital. This in turn, can aid the immigrants to form 
contacts with individuals who come from different backgrounds and to start to form a better 
understanding of the Finnish society. In order to offer some critical reflection into this chapter, the 
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above quotes also show how asylum seekers can have preconceived ideas about Finnish people, and 
how direct contact, where the emphasis is on physical group activities have been able to lessen 
these prejudices. The concept of preconceived ideas towards Finnish people, was also something 
that the expert interviews highlighted, when emhpasising the importance of having contact with the 
local population. This furthermore stresses the need to consider integration as a two-way process, 
where both the migrants and host’s attitudes and preconceived ideas about one and another need to 
be addressed. In addition, the recognition of an individual as an equal can be said to increase the 
level of social inclusion (Somers, 2008, 6) that is also applicable in this study. 
 
4.2.2 Liminality as a Place as well as a Space 
The concept of liminality, will be used in this section to explain the temporal condition of an asylum 
seeker as well as their need to be recognised as individuals. Furthermore, as stated by Huttunen 
(2004,140): “It is crucial for a person to be seen as an individual when creating social ties, if one is 
being categorized as a faceless foreigner, or as an immigrant, you are automatically being placed 
into the margins of a society”. The aim of this section is to provide information about ways in which 
volunteering can be seen to lessen the impact of the state of liminality through the accumulation of 
social capital, that might occur during volunteering. Within this thesis, the liminality of asylum 
seekers is being considered as a phase as well as a state within the lived through experiences of the 
participants of this study. 
During the interviews, it became rather clear that the research participants felt that they had a lot to 
contribute to the Finnish society. They had skills they wished to use and to share with others, 
instead of staying at a reception centre. One could suggest that Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenological thought harnesses the sense of liminality as a bodily experience. This is 
particularly interesting, if one applies this to the liminal stage of an asylum seeker, where by liminal 
subject can be considered as socially if not physically invisible. Also, a socially invisible person 
could be said to lack necessary social capital and dispositions to function fluently in the new 
environment. As stated by Mäkelä (1994, 255) habitus can be described as a part of one’s behavior 
that is formed through the dispositions that occur in the fields that are guided by capital that people 
possess. In order to apply the above to people seeking asylum and to understand liminality as a 
bodily experience, I have been required to look how physicality and the concept of bodily space and 
its positions in relation to physical place/places are visible in the interview data. The concept of 
position in this research is taken from Merleau-Ponty (1945), who considers people’s essence or 
40 
 
being- in- the- world through the physical body, in which the synthesis of space and time is 
considered as context specific, and where the body is being seen as essentially an expressive space. 
Furthermore, as stated by Merleau-Ponty (1945, 162): “Our bodily experience of movement is not a 
particular case of knowledge; it provides us with a way of access to the world and the object…”. 
From this perspective, I suggest that volunteering provides opportunities for asylum seekers to 
become socially visible through gaining access to the Finnish society. The awareness of one’s 
differentiated position, also a physical position, in relation to the Finnish people are visible in the 
below quotes: 
“You have to be willing to be a part of Finland, you have to be a part what they do, what they 
believe in, you know at first, I was so closed up and all by myself, but it wasn’t helping. I need to 
have Finnish friends, understand what they do and how they live and to learn the language” 
      (RP 20-25 years) 
“The voluntary work helped me to know the real Finnish culture and real Finnish people and how 
Finland really is, because when I was living in Helsinki I did not know many Finnish people” 
      (RP 25-30 years) 
“Yes, the project participants made me think in a different way, because they were speaking from the 
Finnish perspective, so to me, it was a little bit surprising at the time because I did not know how 
the Finnish people were thinking”.    (RP- 20-25 years) 
 
Interestingly, the above shows both a structural as well as a personal approach to integration, in a 
sense that they are aware of the personal and positive effects of volunteering, whilst being able to 
reflect on their experiences in relation the Finnish society. The above would indicate that the 
participants are aware of their place in a space that they occupy as liminal beings. According to 
Muldoon (138, 2006): “The body schema is the tacit knowledge that we each have of our body’s 
position at any given time, the body and its parts should not be regarded as suspended in objective 
space”. In the above quotes this can be seen as a means to show the temporality of the liminal state 
as well as the willingness to integrate and the awareness of the need to accumulate contacts and 
trust in order to be able to fit in into the Finnish society.   
What is clear, is that the direct physical contact with Finnish people broadens one’s view of the 
Finnish society. This also something that the asylum seekers are very aware of: the lack of contacts 
with the Finnish people. I would suggest that through contacts people are able to start to form trust 
towards Finnish people and the society as a whole. Similar to Tutriainen (2009) and Brekke (2004), 
the participants emphasised the role of the staff, as a means of communicating with the Finnish 
people. Also, the heavy reliance on the few personal contacts to form a picture about the Finnish 
society and Finnish people can be considered to take place in the liminal state, whilst residing in a 
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reception centre. Furthermore, it seems that the asylum seekers are required to use their sense of 
physicality that occurs in a vacuum, whilst in a reception centre, in a place where they are unaware 
of how to perceive their new surroundings, therefore reinforcing the idea of social inequality as a 
personal condition (Siisiäinen, 2003,18). This is very clear in the quote below: 
 
“You might think there is no opportunity here (In Finland), and it could kill your way of thinking. 
Now you are in one place and you have a problem, you are thinking about the papers only, how to 
settle here, who to meet, who is your friend. I could say that 99% of the people living in a reception 
centre, they don’t trust anybody. Because you have nobody to talk to. You are scared to be open to 
anybody, which is really a big obstacle. But when I went to take part in volunteering, it was the first 
time (in Finland) when I felt free.”     
       
      (RP 20-25 years) 
 
In the above quote, the participant seems to be aware of his own liminality and the rather fragile 
state of an asylum seeker. According to Bourdieu (1989b): “Habitus thus implies “a sense of one’s 
place” but also “a sense of the place of other’s”. The participant clearly indicates a willingness to 
participate in the Finnish society and is aware of how he is currently being excluded from the 
society, reinforcing his state of instability and marginality. The participant also brings out the 
question of trust, or rather the lack of it, which is a key component of social capital. In addition, he 
however, shows that through participating in voluntary work opportunities that were offered to him 
allowed him to express himself, and to start to form relationships and to accumulate social capital 
via Finnish people. According to Forsander (2002, 214) immigrants are required to rebuild their 
social capital and furthermore, a lot of them appear as unprepared for this kind of radical and 
lengthy process of re-establishing themselves, which often includes learning the new language and 
obtaining further education in Finland. The importance of oral communication was visible in the 
interviews. However, in this study all of the participants were eager to learn the language, because 
they had noticed rather quickly how important learning Finnish is and how differently people treat 
them when they speak in Finnish. Also if one considers the way the official integration policy 
reinforces the importance of Finnish language skills, this is not that surprising. Therefore, I would 
suggest that learning the Finnish language can be seen to represent a form of cultural capital and a 
disposition that helps the immigrants to rebuild their habitus in the Finnish society. Also, by 
learning to communicate in Finnish grants the asylum seekers a sense of independence, instead of 
needing to rely on interpreters or friends or other volunteers to translate for them. Also the gaining 
42 
 
of cultural capital in a form of Finnish language lessens the need to rely on one’s bodily hexis as a 
tool of communication.  
In addition, the above quote shows, how the research participant is able to make a clear distinction 
between being in the reception centre and volunteering that takes place in a different setting, away 
from the reception centre, somewhere where he sees more opportunities. In a way, volunteering has 
provided a symbolic social space, which fosters reciprocity and recognition for an individual. Yet 
again, the position of asylum seeker is seen as an “other” or as a negative attribute that hinders the 
possibilities of an individual to gain recognition in the Finnish society.  
Furthermore, according to research conducted by Himanen & Könönen (2010, 56) the asylum 
seekers found living in reception centres as distressing. This is not surprising, if one takes into 
account that the uncertainty, fear and hopes about the future are constantly present in the everyday 
lives of the asylum seekers (Pirinen, 2008). In addition, one could suggest that his physical presence 
is being restricted in the reception centre, where as the volunteering has offered him a possibility to 
act as an individual, freely in the space that been provided by the place where the volunteering has 
taken place. I would suggest, that volunteering allows the participant to form a stronger presence, or 
bodily hexis, whilst volunteering, which reinforces his existence in the specific social space that 
volunteering has created. One could, however, question, how these specific instances, could be 
transported to take place more regularly, in the everyday lives of immigrants and the Finnish 
individuals alike to foster trust and reciprocity.  
The desire to find employment was strongly represented in the interview data. The concept of 
finding employment amongst asylum seekers can seem to reinforce the concept of liminality as a 
space as well as a place. Space in a sense that they are unemployed against their will and as a place 
as they do not possess the required cultural and social capital in the Finnish context to find 
employment. Despite of this the desire to find employment was overwhelming in the interview data, 
the below quotes also demonstrate how the process of seeking asylum is draining, and how 
volunteering can have a positive impact on a personal well-being of an asylum seeker. The below 
quotes clearly show how volunteering can be used to fill the void when working was not possible. 
“Volunteering has given me a break from my negative thoughts, because finding full-time work in 
Finland can be very difficult”                                                                                   (RP 25-30 years) 
“The good thing about volunteering is that it can calm me down”                         (RP 25-30 years) 
“I had applied for work, they were just promising that they would call me, but they never did and I 




The quotes, furthermore, show how the participants have lived in the present tense, whilst doing 
volunteering, in other words, they are active and present in the Finnish society, alleviating the sense 
of liminality.  Also volunteering can be interpreted as giving them a break from the routines of the 
reception centre. The quotes also show that despite the lack of necessary social capital and taking 
into consideration the hesitance to try volunteering, the asylum seekers were willing to find new 
ways to cope with the long processing times of their asylum claims. As detailed before, the 
attainment of paid employment is rather difficult for asylum seekers. All the research participants 
stated that they wished to learn a profession or to be able to practice their profession and to gain 
full-time, secure employment. In other words, the research participants were willing to learn a new 
set of skill in order to integrate. Therefore, I would suggest that the research participants 
demonstrated a willingness to commit to a Finnish society and were interested to integrate to the 
Finnish society. Furthermore, as stated by Brekke (2004, 51) “The months spent waiting are an 
important part of life for the asylum-seeker, and a building block for the trust and participation for 
subjective as well as objective integration”. Therefore, I would argue that it would seem important 
to take into account the personal integration of people seeking asylum as early as possible, as the 
lack of including them in the structural integration objectives might possibly only reinforce the 
feeling of being a passive object in the Finnish society, which could over time demotivate and make 
asylum seekers more passive towards their needs needs and abilities to integrate into the Finnish 
society.  In addition, Wilson and Lewis (2006) found that skills and knowledge gained through 
volunteering had allowed some volunteers to transfer to paid employment.  
 
4.2.3 Life-Line Drawings as a Part of the Research 
The aim of the life-line drawings was to verify and deepen the data gained through the interviews. 
As well as this, it provided the research participants with an opportunity to choose what they wished 
to share with me. The past, present and future, even at times indirectly, can be said to have been 
present when discussing the life-line drawings of the immigrants taking part in this research. In a 
way, the life-line drawings offered a further insight into considering what kind of positions the 
interviewees assumed in relation to the places and spaces they embodied, because immigrants 
almost always have ties in many places and spaces simultaneously. 
Interestingly, all of the participants preferred to draw a lifeline about their lives in Finland. In other 
words, they were unwilling to share their whole lifelines with me. At times I got the impression that 
they did not wish to discuss their past, as several of them still had on going asylum claims and, 
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individuals are often unwilling to share details of their past and traumatic events they might have 
encountered, with people they do not know. Despite of experiencing the state of liminality as a 
present state, the life-line drawings were clearly focusing on the future. “The present does not have 
a value unless it is seen from the imagined point in the future” (Anders Johansen, 1984 12, cited by 
Brekke, 2004, 45). I would suggest that this indicates that the asylum seekers are committed to 
being here, as their life-lines concentrated to show what they would like to achieve in Finland and 
what their aims were and also the life-lines showed what they had already accomplished in Finland. 
Positive motivations of asylum seekers, despite of living in very uncertain conditions, were also 
present in the studies of Junka (2012) and Osazee (2011) as stated previously.  
In regards to not wishing to discuss their past, the life-lines did not enrich my knowledge of their 
habitus before seeking asylum in Finland as I had expected. The life-line drawings concentrated to 
build a positive picture of the future. However, despite the drawings being positive, the possibility 
of return was simultaneously present, which resulted in general uncertainty. Furthermore, when 
they explained t their life-lines for me, they did bring to my attention that fitting into the Finnish 
society was and remained as a relatively difficult process. When explaining their drawings, they 
often referred to things that were said during the interview and explain more in detail how 
determined they were to overcome some of the obstacles they were facing. I would, therefore, argue 
that the life-line drawings strengthened my understanding of their state of liminality. This was 
particularly evident due to the fact that the life-line drawings concentrated to elaborate on future 
hopes that were strongly build around the concepts of finding full-time employment and starting a 
family. In addition, this reinforces the idea that we live in a socially constructed world, where the 
people in a liminal position can be considered as socially if not physically invisible, where it seems 
difficult for them to act independently, without the constraints of the marginal position of an asylum 
seeker. However, what also became very clear, was that whatever their legal status, all of the 
research participants were still getting more adjusted to the life in Finland, which one could suggest 
strengthens the idea of integration as a continuous on-going process that cannot be defined by 
formal Integration Acts or practices. 
Generally speaking, the life-line drawings did not accumulate information about social capital in 
relation to volunteering as most of the research participants did not elaborate on volunteering in 
their life-line drawings. However, one of the participant stood out, when he wrote 85% on to the 
life-line. When asked about the meaning of this number, he explained that participating in 
volunteering had shaped his life in Finland by 85%, indicating that volunteering had been a life-
changing event for him. Interestingly, he was very hesitant to take part in volunteering when first 
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suggested, and had to be convinced to give it a go. In other words, this would reinforce the state of 
hesitation, before volunteering. However, this account also clearly presents that even a contact, one 
person, can make a difference when choosing to build trust between individuals and to start the 
process of accumulating social capital. Nevertheless, he represents an exception in this study, and I 
also noticed during the interview situation that he was very willing to be a part of the Finnish 
society and prepared to work hard to achieve this. I doubt that his success and integration is solely 
the result of him taking part in volunteering, and succeeding to gain contacts that have helped him 
to move forward with his life, rather I would also stress the importance of his personal character and 
the necessity to be able to fit in and to survive in the new surroundings. Therefore, it can be 
suggested that he has been able to use volunteering as a means to better his personal wellbeing. His 
motives to volunteer can be said to have been both individualistic and altruistic. The individualistic 
motives are listed above, but he also clearly expressed how the helping of other is integral part of 
his culture and religion and something he is committed to do, regardless of where it is taking place. 
Despite the life-line drawings did not provide information as expected, they highlighted how the 
concept of liminality is an integral part of being an asylum-seeker and how it continues to shape the 

















5.1 Research Findings and Discussion  
Willingness and interest to study volunteering requires one to take into account the context in which 
volunteering occurs, and to acknowledge that individual reasons and motives for volunteering may 
vary. At an individual level, volunteering requires commitment, trust, and an interest to contribute, 
as well as an ability to act accordingly in relation to the aims and goals of any given project, 
organisation and/or community. Taking the above into account, I argue that this research has shown 
that the accumulation of social capital can be seen to have a positive impact on the social 
integration of an individual through active volunteering.  
The theory of social capital according to Pierre Bourdieu (1986) was used as the main theory within 
study. However, it would seem important to note that Bourdieu himself, did not account for ethnic 
minorities in his research as such, due to the fact that his theory concentrates to study merely the 
different classes of the society. However, this research has shown that the theory of accumulation of 
different forms of capital can also be applicable when researching an excluded group, such as 
asylum seekers. This study has also shown, how early inclusion and contact with the majority can 
be considered as beneficial for the individual integration of an asylum seeker. This would in turn 
highlight the need to consider integration as a two-way process, which would indicate that 
integration needs to be considered as a process, where ethnic minorities are in frequent contact with 
the majority. The aim of this thesis has been to show that volunteering can offer a way for asylum 
seekers to have access to the wider Finnish society.  
It would seem important to stress that volunteering organisations, on a structural level, and not only 
the volunteers, can also be seen to accumulate different forms of capital through their members. 
Volunteering associations and organisations can gain economic capital for example through 
membership fees and donations. Volunteers can also enhance the cultural capital of the association 
through their educational and artistic abilities, which are being accumulated for the use of the 
organisation through the participation of the volunteers, for example, through trustees and board 
members of an organisation. Simultaneously, organisations can use the existing social capital of 
their volunteers to develop and strengthen contacts in the civil society sector in general, as well as 
to develop organisational aims and goals through the networking skills of their volunteers. 
Therefore, one could suggest that to have immigrants as volunteers and more importantly in 
positions of trust, would enhance the structure of the associations, especially if the activities of the 
organization are linked to activities that aim to increase the level of integration of migrants in the 
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Finnish society. This way volunteering would also reinforce two -way integration process by using 
the skill and experiences of the immigrants. 
Furthermore, it seems apparent that the social integration of asylum seekers has not been considered 
very thoroughly in the Act where the role of reception centers and its duties has been clarified. In 
practical terms this has meant that integration of asylum seekers has not been considered as a duty 
of the reception centres as pointed out by Salo (2012). Despite the fact that asylum seekers are not 
fully included in official integration practices, the practice of social integration in this thesis has 
been considered to start on the arrival of the asylum seeker, and not after they have been granted 
asylum and placed in municipalities. Thus, I argue that this research has shown the importance of 
providing asylum seekers with meaningful activities, where they can be productive, whilst waiting 
for the decision on their asylum claim. This study has shown how the effects of the active 
volunteering can be considered as positive and versatile, but it would also seem important to stress 
that this is a case study of activities provided by a specific NGO and furthermore, the participants of 
this study can be considered as highly active and resourceful individuals, and therefore any 
generalizations cannot be made about the role of volunteering amongst people seeking asylum. The 
resourcefulness and resilience of research participants was also something that Junka (2012), 
Osazee (2011) and Lewis and Wilson (2006) pointed out in relation to the people who took part in 
their studies. These are people with enough stamina, strength and capacity to make the best out of 
an uncertain and insecure situation. In addition, Brekke (2005,8) argues that the quality and content 
of the waiting period appears as important for the personal wellbeing of the asylum seekers in his 
study, and how positive experiences and contact with the wider society reinforces the asylum 
seekers willingness to integrate. Furthermore, I suggest that this study has shown the importance of 
considering asylum seekers as individuals and as active subjects, rather than passive objects. An 
state of active subject allows asylum seekers to feel accepted and recognised, which in turn is able 
to enhance their personal inclusion and integration in to the Finnish society, despite the fact that 
structural level integration objectives are not directed towards asylum seekers.  
The expert interviews within this study consisted of people who were working closely with and had 
regular contact with asylum seekers, and therefore were aware of the constraints that asylum 
seekers might face, whilst aiming to be a part of the society. I would therefore, ask how are these 
constraints been taken into consideration when preparing and planning policies to cover the basic 
needs of people who are seeking asylum, or whether the personal integration of asylum seekers are 
not accounted for, but rather they are continuously considered as faceless passive objects. In her 
research about family-life in a reception centre, Salo (2012) paid attention how space; physical, 
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psychological as well as social space were being perceived and used by the asylum seekers. Her 
study was conducted in a reception centre, which was located in a remote area and where asylum 
seekers had very few opportunities to have contacts with the wider society. Therefore, the result was 
that the residents had unrealistic expectations about adapting in to the Finnish society. On the 
contrary, I would suggest that voluntary work that the research participants in this study have 
participated in, allowed them to form contacts with Finnish people, learn new skills and customs, 
and also the volunteering took place nation-wide, which meant that the asylum seekers rarely 
conducted voluntary work, in a place where they were residing. Rather they had an opportunity to 
see different parts of Finland. Due to the nature and length of the volunteering projects in question, 
I cannot claim that the active volunteering would have created more realistic expectations about 
integration, rather it created a break from the continuous waiting and allowed them to start to form 
necessarily contacts and networks to create social capital that would ease the integration process in 
to the Finnish society later on. Also importantly, I would suggest that this study has shown the 
implications of considering integration as a two-way process in practice. A two-way process in a 
sense that both the Finns as well as the immigrants learned from each other in practical terms by 
sharing ideas and relying on each other to be able to complete the required tasks during the 
volunteering projects. In addition, the active volunteering in question can be described as goal 
orientated, which allowed the volunteers to work together for a common goal, in a mutually 
supported environment that can be said to have reinforced the ideology of integration as a two-way 
process.  
At times, the responses of the research participants during the interviews seemed overtly positive, 
and I suggest that one of the reasons I mainly received so much positive feedback, was the fact that 
volunteering highlighted a break from the difficulties and uncertainties of their daily lives. This is 
also something that Brekke (2004) came to not in his study, when contemplating why did he mainly 
receive positive feedback about the activities the asylum seekers were participating in. There was, 
in fact, some negative feedback in the collected data as well. However, the few negative comments I 
got, were related to the practical activities. Those comments could be quite useful when developing 
the activities that the immigrants are able to participate in, but not for this research. Also, the people 
who have had negative experiences would have been less likely to take part in this research, so from 
the start the research participants were a homogenous group in a sense that they had had positive 
experiences about volunteering. However, the aim of this research was not to collect positive and 
negative experiences about volunteering, but rather the aim was to investigate the phenomenon 
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behind the effects of volunteering in participants’ lives, ie. the construction of social capital and its 
possible effects on personal integration.  
Furthermore, the concept of liminality and the sense of place as well as space was used to show 
how asylum seekers are able to negotiate their place from the uncertain state of liminality, which 
they experience whilst seeking asylum. Therefore, I would suggest that this reinforces the idea that 
the condition of liminality can be seen as fragile and episodic, but simultaneously a very strong and 
emotional experience. 
  
5.2 Future Research 
Possible areas for future research in the field of voluntary work and asylum seekers can be seen as 
versatile. It would seem important to gain further comparative research about volunteering activities 
and the accumulation of social capital in the context of asylum seekers who volunteer whilst 
seeking asylum in Finland. Due to the fact that this research is a case-study of active and physical 
volunteering, that takes place in specific settings would indicate that generalisations about the 
accumulation of social capital in the context of immigrant volunteering cannot be made on the basis 
of this particular study. In other words, the emphasis of this research has been to understand the 
phenomenon of social integration that might occur during volunteering through the concept of 
social capital. Further research would also be required on those asylum seekers, who will be granted 
asylum, and will be included in the official structural level integration activities. For example, it 
would be interesting to re-interview those research participants of this study, who have been granted 
asylum in five years’ time, and to note whether they have continued to volunteer in Finland, and if 
they have found other benefits from volunteering than those presented in this study. In other words, 
it would be useful to be able to continue this study, as a longitudinal study. Also, research about 
volunteering as a part of the personal integration plan, in conjunction with the job centre would 
most likely to be very useful, and not just in the case of asylum seekers but amongst other 
immigrants and refugees alike. This is due to the fact that Finland has seen rather rapid 
developments in relation to the official integration policy, therefore further research would be 
needed to note whether these policies can be seen to be effective in practice. 
In addition, it would also be interesting to conduct research on immigrants who were not granted 
asylum and who have had to return to their country of origin, in order to gain insight about the ways 
through which volunteering that they participated in Finland has had an impact on their views in 
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relation the Finnish society. In practice, this would of course, be relatively demanding and difficult 
to do.  
In addition to the above, I would suggest that the motives of immigrants and the benefits gained by 
the immigrants from volunteering, are very similar to those of Finnish individuals, who are actively 
engaged in voluntary work. Therefore, it would also seem important to stress these similarities, 
rather than only concentrate to study immigrants as a separate group. Therefore, comparative 
research about the motives of doing volunteering amongst Finnish and non-native Finnish 
participants who volunteer in same projects would be interesting and useful to conduct.  
To conclude, it would seem important to take into account the personal social level integration, 
when planning immigrant integration policies and practices alike. This thesis has aimed to show 
how the accumulation of social capital and a sense of self-worth can be achieved through 
volunteering in the absence of structural integration objectives, and furthermore one could therefore 
suggest that volunteering as a means to accumulate social capital and inclusion in the wider Finnish 
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Appenix 1  
 
Interview Guideline for the migrants 
1.Background 
SEX  F/M  country of origin 
 
How long have you lived in Finland? What year did you come to Finland?                                      
Did you come to Finland as an asylum seeker? Current resident status? 
Education in home country/education in  Finland                                                                              
Are you employed/student                                                                                                                     
Where do you work/study 
2. Integration 
How would you describe your life in Finland                                                                                    
Do you enjoy living in Finland Why/Why not                                                                                              
Can you tell me what are the most useful and important things when settling into life in Finland                                      
How many of your friends are Finnish, from your home country, or from somewhere else              
Where do you see yourself in five years time                                                                               
Where is home -What is the meaning of home 
3.Voluntary work 
What made you decide to volunteer                                                                                                      
Where have you volunteered (weekly, monthly, annually, during summer time)                                             
How long have you done voluntary work                                                                                                   
Are you currently doing voluntary work/when did you last do voluntary work                                   
What does voluntary work mean for you, did you know what to expect before you volunteered 
---- 
What have you learned from voluntary work                                                                                             
What has been positive about volunteering                                                                                                  
What has been negative about volunteering                                                                                                     
Has volunteering affected your life in any way, if yes how. 
---- 
What does volunteering mean to you/why do you volunteer                                                                    
If you would not volunteer, how would you spent the extra time                                                          
Would you like to add something 
---- 
What kind of support would you have needed from the organization                                                                






Interview Guideline for the NGO sector 
 
How long have you worked in your current position?                                                                                  
How did you end up working in x organisation?                                                                                 
You core/ most important duties at work? 
Are you responsible for planning and organising activities for the asylum seekers? 
What does volunteering offer for the asylum seekers? 
What kind of ideas asylum seekers have about voluntary work, before they take part? Are they 
aware what volunteering means? How do you explain to them what volunteering is? How do you 
encourage them to participate? 
What kind of impact volunteering has on the asylum seekers? /Do they share their experiences with 
you afterwards? 
--- 
What motivates you to arrange these kinds of activities? 
What kind of impact does the participation of asylum seekers have on the activities in general? 
How does the work of x differ from other volunteering activities organised by other groups/NGO’s? 
How would you describe the collaboration between different organisations that work with asylum 
seekers? 















Statistics on Claiming Asylum in Finland between 1997- 2015 
Year Amount of Asylum Claims   
2015 32 476  
2014 3651  
2013 3238  
2012 3129  
2011 3088  
2010 4018   
2009 5988   
2008 4035   
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